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1CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
Historian Nathan Hatch has recently called for a renewed study of
American Methodism. While delivering the Bartlett Lecture at Yale in
1993, Hatch suggested that historians of the past two generations have
focused either upon "the Puritan origins of the American self or the
"subcultures, side pockets and those huge populations of women. Native
and African Americans that the consensus school overlooked. "� These
interpretive schools have examined legitimate facets of American religious
experience, but they have neglected "the most powerful religious movement
in American history"�American Methodism. 2
The rapid success of early American Methodism is astonishing.
When Francis Asbury arrived in Philadelphia on October 27, 1771,
Methodist itinerants could be counted on one hand, and those "in society"
numbered around only three hundred. But when Asbury died in 1816, there
were nearly seven-hundred itinerants ministering to over 214,000
Methodists across the United States. Methodism flourished in America,
erecting more churches in the nineteenth century than the Federal
government did U. S. Post Offices. Yet, much of the Methodist "success
story" remains untold. As Hatch bemoans, "the most basic features of the
Methodist terrain remain unknown and unexplored," despite the fact that
"it appeared at the most crucial juncture in our history."^
One facet of the Methodist story is how Methodists related to the
dominant ideology of the early Republic, democratic republicanism.
^ Nathan O. Hatch, "The Puzzle of American Methodism," Reflections
(Summer-Fall, 1993): 13.
2lbid., 13, 14.
3lbid., 14.
2Republicanism fueled the War for Independence, brought an end to the
colonial society of hierarchy, deference, and tradition, and forged the liberal,
market-driven society of the early nineteenth-century. While some
historians, such as Nathan Hatch, have suggested that successful religious
groups in America borrowed ideas from republicanism, the degree to
which Methodism did so, if at all, remains to be seen. How Methodists fit
into the larger context of the Revolution and early Republic, then, is the
focus of this study.
Statement of the Problem
How did Methodists of the early Republic (1770-1800) appropriate the
language and ideas of "republicanism," and what effect did this have, if
any, upon Methodism's popular appeal?
Review of Related Literature
Books, articles, and dissertations which focus on the Revolutionary
era abound these days. As Nathan Hatch rightly observes, "the study of the
early Republic has replaced Colonial America as the most fertile and
dynamic in American historical studies. "^ Despite this wealth of literature,
argues Hatch, little attention has been given to American Methodists and
their role in "how the republican society of the founding fathers...became
the liberal, competitive, market-oriented democracy of the age of Jackson."^
While a rich body of secondary literature exists on the intellectual
and cultural developments of the early Repubhc, a specifically Methodist
historiography is still developing. Few works have attempted to interpret
4lbid., 17.
5lbid.
3Methodism broadly or to understand Methodism's relationship to
republicanism. Therefore, the secondary literature which bears upon this
thesis has been divided into three categories of studies: (1) republicanism,
(2) Methodism, and (3) Methodism's use of republican language and ideas.
But before we examine the secondary literature, a word about the primary
source material is in order.
Primary Sources
Methodists have always been meticulous record-keepers, and the
materials available to historians is vast. Letters, journals, conference
records, the Disciplines, and other sources have proven tremendously
helpful in ascertaining to what extent Methodists borrowed republican
language and ideas. Along with the official Minutes of the Methodist
Conferences and the successive Disciplines, the journals, letters, memoirs,
and other writings of several key Methodist leaders of the eighteenth
century have been consulted for this study. These leaders include Francis
Asbury, Benjamin Abbott, Nathan Bangs, Ezekiel Cooper, Thomas Coke,
Freeborn Garrettson, Jesse Lee, Thomas Ware, William Watters, and of
course, John Wesley.
Secondarv Sources
Republicanism
The past three decades have produced numerous works on the
American Revolution, several ofwhich have contributed greatly to our
understanding of the tremendous changes that took place during the latter
half of the eighteenth century. One of the first to examine the shape
republican ideas took in America was Bernard Bailyn's The Ideological
4Origins of the American Revolution (1967).^ Bailyn surveyed the hterature
of the Revolution and argued that much of it could be traced back to
seventeenth and eighteenth-century English radicalism and Greco-Roman
classics. Bailyn's work was ground-breaking, and it prompted Nathan
Hatch to ask, "Why has no one attempted a Bernard Bailyn-like ideological
study of Methodist newspapers, journals, and tracts?"'^
Gordon S. Wood followed in 1969 with The Creation of the American
Republic, 1776-1787, a seminal work which energized a generation of
scholars to examine the ideological origins and consequences of the
American Revolution. ^ Wood built upon Bail5ni's Ideological Origins by
demonstrating how "the terms and categories of political thought were
undergoing rapid change" and how "a fundamental transformation of
political culture had taken place" between the time of the Revolution and
the framing of the Constitution.^ Subsequent historians of the early
Republic have all, in some way or another, been indebted to the work of
Gordon Wood.
Nathan Hatch, in The Sacred Cause of Liberty: Republican Thought
and the Millennium in Revolutionary New England (1977), developed
Wood's theses by examining the religious dimensions to republicanism.
^Bernard Bailyn, The Ideological Origins of the American Revolution
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1967).
^Nathan O. Hatch, "The Puzzle of American Methodism," paper presented
at Methodism and the Shaping of American Culture, 1760-1860, a conference
held at Asbury Theological Seminary, 7 October 1994.
^Gordon S. Wood, The Creation of the American Republic, 1776-1787
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina, 1969). For a discussion of Wood's
Creation of the American Republic, see the forum of essays in the William and
Mary Quarterly, 3rd series, 44 (1987): 549-640.
^Ibid., viii.
^^Nathan O. Hatch, The Sacred Cause of Liberty: Republican Thought
and the Millennium in Revolutionary New England (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 1977).
5And in 1982 Rowland Berthoff delineated how these republican ideas were
mutated during the Jacksonian era in two articles entitled, "Independence
and Attachment, Virtue and Interest" and "Peasants and Artisans,
Puritans and Republicans."ii As the body of literature on republicanism
expanded, Robert Shalhope pulled together two bibliographic essays, one in
1972 and another in 1982, which attempted to survey the corpus and
highlight interpretive differences. 12 Edwin S. Gaustad, in Faith ofOur
Fathers: Religion in the New Nation, tried to focus once again upon
republicanism and religion, arguing that the Revolution brought religious
as well as political liberty to the newly formed nation,
Two recent works have provided an excellent interpretive synthesis of
the early Republic, one from an intellectual-cultural perspective and the
other from a religious perspective. The first. The Roots ofDemocracy:
American Thought and Culture, 1760-1800 by Robert E. Shalhope, has
underscored the mutation of the hierarchical, gentry-dominated society of
the pre-Revolutionary colonies into the utilitarian, individualistic, and
egalitarian society of the new nation. Although Shalhope does not include
Methodists in his study, he has successfully identified and interpreted
republican concepts such as corruption, t5n'anny, and a system of checks
11 Rowland Berthoff, "Independence and Attachment, Virtue and
Interest: From Republican Citizen to Free Enterpriser, 1787-1837," in Uprooted
Americans: Essays to Honor Oscar Handlin, ed. Richard Bushman (Boston: Little,
Brown, 1979), 99-124; and "Peasants and Artisans, Puritans and Republicans:
Personal Liberty and Communal Equality in American History," Journal of
American History 69 (1982): 579-598.
l^Robert E. Shalhope, "Toward a Republican Synthesis: The Emergence
of an Understanding of Republicanism in American Historiography," William
and Mary Quarterly, 3rd series, 29 (Jan. 1972): 49-80; and "Republicanism and
Early American Historiography," William and Mary Quarterly, 3rd series, 39
(April 1982): 334-356.
1-^Edwin S. Gaustad, Faith of Our Fathers: Religion in the New Nation
(San Francisco: Harper and Row, 1987).
'^Robert E. Shalhope, The Roots of Democracy: American Thought and
Culture, 1760-1800 (Boston: Twayne, 1990), xii-xiii.
6and balances. 15 The second work, A History ofChristianity in the United
States and Canada by Mark A. Noll, has suggested that the War for
Independence and the tumultuous changes in religion which followed
would not have been possible without the S5nithesis of republicanism,
common-sense philosophy, and evangelical Protestantism. Noll has
raised some important questions regarding the standard interpretation of a
"down-and-out" Protestantism during the Revolution, and he has opened
the door for further studies of Francis Asbury and early American
Methodism.
Another recent work which has attempted to provide an interpretive
synthesis of the early Republic is Gordon Wood's The Radicalism of the
American Revolution, the 1993 Pulitzer Prize winner in history. ^'^ In order
to understand the tremendous changes that took place between the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, argues Wood, one must realize just
how radical the claim that all white men were created equal was.
Although Wood's analysis centers around the cultural paradigms of
monarchy, republicanism, and democracy, the author suggests that
nothing short of a religious revolution may explain the transformation of
the Anglican, Congregational, and Presbyterian-dominated culture of the
eighteenth centiiry into the Baptist and Methodist-dominated culture of the
nineteenth century. According to Wood, the Revolution was the defining
event in American history.
l^ibid., 45, 93, 99.
l^Mark A. Noll, A History of Christianity in the United States and Canada
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1992), 115-119, 154-157.
l^Gordon S. Wood, The Radicalism of the American Revolution (New
York, 1992). For a discussion of Wood's conclusions and methodology in
Radicalism, see "How Revolutionary Was the Revolution? A Discussion of
Gordon S. Wood's The Radicalism of the American Revolution," William and
Mary Quarterly, 3rd series, 51 (Oct. 1994), 677-716.
7Methodism
Methodists have been producing biographies, histories, and
historiographical interpretations of themselves since they first came to
America in the late eighteenth century. It was not imtil the twentieth
century, however, that other historians began to take the study of
Methodism seriously, due in large part to the efforts of William Warren
Sweet. Arguing that Methodist circuit riders were harbingers of
civilization. Sweet emphasized the moral order that Methodism brought to
the frontier. Although Sweet published several works on American
Methodism, Methodism in American History seems to have captured his
agenda for the writing ofMethodist history.
In 1956 the Methodist General Conference commissioned an official
history of the denomination (and its relations) which resulted in the three
volume History ofAmerican Methodism, edited by Emory Stevens Bucke.^^
This set has become a standard reference work for Methodist historians,
because of its careful scholarship and helpful bibliographies.20 One year
later Frederick E. Maser published a short essay entitled The Dramatic
Story of Early American Methodism, highlighting the leadership of Asbury,
Coke, and Waters and probing the Revolution for explanations of
Methodism's growth.21 In 1971, Charles Ferguson wrote a semi-popular
1 ^William Warren Sweet, Methodism in American History, revised ed.
(New York: Abingdon, 1953). The importance of the circuit rider and westward
expansion for Methodism is also borne out in his collection of source material.
The Methodists: 1783-1840, vol. 4 of Religion on the American Frontier (New
York: Cooper Square Publishers, 1964).
l^Emory Stevens Bucke, ed.. The History of American Methodism, 3 vols.
(New York: Abingdon, 1964).
20The articles by Lawrence Sherwood on the growth and spread of
Methodism, Douglas Chandler on the formation of the Methodist Protestant
Church, and Frederick Norwood on the development of early Methodism are
particularly relevant to the topic of this thesis.
21 Frederick E. Maser, The Dramatic Story of Early American Methodism
(New York: Abingdon, 1965).
8history ofMethodism, titled Organizing to Beat the Devil, in which he
argued that Methodism reflected "America" most in its superb
organization of itineracy, episcopacy, and conference.^2 Frederick A.
Norwood, a Methodist historian and a contributor to Bucke's History, wrote
his own history ofMethodism in 1974 entitled The Story ofAmerican
Methodism. "^^ Norwood intended it to be "a kind of bicentennial book"
which might balance out an outdated Methodist historiography, but it has
instead become the standard text on Methodist history.24 And in 1976,
Frank Baker pulled together From Wesley to Asbury: Studies in Early
American Methodism, a smaller work which traced the beginnings of
American Methodism and which examined its early leaders. 25
While all of these works help place early American Methodism in its
larger context, none of them go on to offer an interpretive analysis of the
Revolution for Methodism. This has been accomplished by Russell E.
Richey, in Early American Methodism.^^ Richey has suggested that early
Methodists suffered from an imprecise language, making it difficult for
Methodists to express themselves and for historians to interpret them.
Instead, Methodists understood themselves in terms of the conference, or
love feast, into which the themes of community, firaternity, and order were
interwoven. 27 Unlike Nathan Hatch and Mark Noll, Russell Richey has
argued that Methodism during the early Republic was ambivalent and
22charles W. Ferguson, Organizing to Beat the Devil: Methodists in the
Making of America (New York: Doubleday, 1971).
23Frederick A. Norwood, The Story of American Methodism (Nashville:
Abingdon, 1974).
24lbid., 9.
25Frank Baker, From Wesley to Asbury: Studies in Early American
Methodism (Durham: Duke University Press, 1976).
26Russell E. Richey, Early American Methodism (Bloomington: Indiana
University Press, 1991).
27lbid., xiii, 1-31.
9ambiguous about the new nation, seeing America as "continent" rather
than as a pohtical state.28 Richey emphasized that Methodists were
pohtically passive and evangeUstically oriented, uninterested in the political
process unless it interfered with the spread of the Gospel.29 Since the
publication ofEarly American Methodism, Richey has collaborated with
Kenneth Rowe and Jean Miller Schmidt to edit Perspectives on American
Methodism: Interpretive Essays, a collection of previously published items
which help explain how "Methodism appealed to the common folk... and
configured itself as a folk movement. "^o
Methodism and Republicanism
Although few historians have analyzed the Methodist usage of
republican language and ideas, several have discussed concepts related to
republicanism in general. Fred Hood, for example, argued in 1970 that
liberty and freedom were the highest goals in early Methodist worship and
that extemporaneous and spontaneous expressions of worship were highly
valued. 31 Douglas Chandler also suggested that Methodists of the early
Republic struggled with how democratic they should become, particularly
over the administration of the sacraments. ^2 While Chandler believed
democratic language became more widely used after 1812, Frank Baker has
insisted that American Methodists simply made renovations to the British
28lbid., 36-37, 38-39.
29lbid., 41-45.
^^Russell E. Richey, Kenneth E. Rowe, and Jean Miller Schmidt,
Perspectives on American Methodism: Interpretive Essays (Nashville:
Abingdon, Kingswood Books, 1993), 14.
31 Fred Hood, "Community and the Rhetoric of 'Freedom:' Early
American Methodist Worship," Methodist History 9 (October, 1970): 13-25.
^^Douglas R. Chandler, "Toward the Americanizing of Methodism,"
Methodist History 13 (October, 1974): 3-16.
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structure ofMethodism following Asbury's death in 1816.33 In 1990,
Frederick Norwood pondered whether or not the democratic spirit of the
Revolution had spilled over into Methodism. 34 The 1792 Conference, argued
Norwood, had to deal with the tension between episcopal and parliamentary
authority because many Methodists had come to question Asbury's
unchecked power of appointment.
Nathan Hatch, in The Democratization ofAmerican Christianity,
has successfully documented the populist character of American
Methodism, stating that "the theme of democratization is central to
understanding the development of American Christianity, and that the
years of the early republic are the most crucial in revealing that process. "35
During those years, a democratic ferment was permanently stamped upon
American Christianity, whereby people began "to think and act for
themselves" without deference to ecclesiastical, social, or political authority.
Populist movements, such as Methodism, sprang up across the nation,
denying the age-old distinction between clergy and laity, exalting the
vernacular in word, print, and song, taking the deepest spiritual impulses
of ordinary people at face value, and making Christianity a liberating
force.36
Hatch has argued that populist leaders, such as Francis Asbury,
were "highly skilled in communication and group mobilization. "37 As
such, these populist leaders were "movement-makers" who shunned the
33Frank Baker, "The Americanizing of Methodism," Methodist History
13 (April, 1975): 5-20.
34Frederick A. Norwood, "Crisis of Leadership: The General Conference
of 1792," Methodist History 28 (April, 1990): 195-201.
3 5Nathan O. Hatch, The Democratization of American Christianity (New
Haven: Yale University Press, 1989), 3.
36lbid., 5, 9-10, 12-13.
37lbid., 5.
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nineteen centuries of church history and tradition in order to recover "New
Testament Christianity. "^^ These popuhst leaders also shared a
resentment of the Calvinistic ecclesiastical tyranny, instead pushing for an
egalitarianism which stretched beyond church polity into the realm of
"theology and truth."39 Hatch's work, the winner of the 1988 Albert C.
Outler Prize in Ecumenical Church History, is well-written, well-
researched, and cogently argued. Hatch's insistence that American
Methodism incorporated republican language and ideas into its theology
and polity, then, warrants serious examination.
Rick Nutt has taken up Hatch's thesis in an article entitled "The
Advantages of Liberty: Democratic Thought in the Formation of the
Methodist Protestant Church. "40 Nutt has argued that Methodist
Protestantism embodied the democratic spirit of the Revolution by forming
a representative governing body and by decentralizing power. While
Methodist Protestants broke away from the Methodist Episcopal Church,
many of the issues involved in their separation have broader implications
for Methodist thought in general.
Gregory Schneider has developed some of the themes in Richey's
Early American Methodism and some of the issues in Hatch's
Democratization ofAmerican Christianity in a recent work entitled. The
Way of the Cross Leads Home: The Domestication ofAmerican
Methodism. As Schneider puts it, "this is a story of how God, Mother, and
38ibid., 168.
39lbid., 170, 183ff.
40Rick Nutt, "The Advantages of Liberty: Democratic Thought in the
Formation of the Methodist Protestant Church," Methodist History 31 (October,
1992): 16-25.
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Flag joined forces in American popular culture. "41 While "domestication"
is the major focus of Schneider's analysis, the connections as well as the
points of departure between American Methodism and American culture
are highlighted as well. Schneider has done a superb job of placing
Methodism within its social context, and he has provided historians with
much to consider.
Summarv
As evidenced by this review, ample sources exist for the study of
republicanism. Gordon Wood's The Creation of the American Republic
has impacted numerous histories of the early Republic, especially Robert
Shalhope's The Roots of Democracy and Nathan Hatch's The
Democratization ofAmerican Christianity, both of which are deeply
indebted to Wood. Yet, despite the wealth of literature on the intellectual
and cultural shifts of the period, little has been done to examine the role of
Methodism. Did Methodists appropriate the language and ideas of
republicanism? Nathan Hatch seems to think so, although Russell Richey
clearly believes otherwise. Since no consensus has been reached on this
question, a careful examination of the primary sources is in order. Only
then may we know the extent to which Methodism borrowed republican
ideas.
Theoretical Framework
Bernard Bailjm and Gordon Wood have adequately demonstrated the
shape republican ideas took in America, and this thesis will not dispute
their conclusions. That a political ideology known as "republicanism"
41a. Gregory Schneider, The Way of the Cross Leads Home: The
Domestication of American Methodism (Bloomington: Indiana University
Press, 1993), xii.
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existed during the early Republic, fueled the War for Independence, and
permanently altered American government and society is widely accepted
historiography. What may be necessary, however, is to provide an
approximate definition of what "republicanism" was and was not.
"In eighteenth-century America," writes Mark Noll, "republicanism
was an ideal rather than a sharply defined system. "^2 Put simply,
republicanism was "the conviction that the exercise of power defines the
political process and that unchecked power leads to corruption even as
corruption fosters unchecked power. "43 Republicans did not trust the
concentration of power, because unchecked power tended to destroy liberty,
law, and natural rights. Instead, republicans preferred a mixed
government, one that had "elements of popular influence, aristocratic
tradition, and executive authority. "44 Perhaps the chief contribution of
republicanism, however, was the notion that power tended to corrupt, and
that absolute power did so absolutely. A fuller account of republicanism,
including an historical overview of its development, is set forth in chapter
two.
The writing of history has become a rather complicated enterprise
these days. The historian must consider social, economic, political,
ideological, religious, gender-based, and ethnic issues, each of which has
spawned its own sub-discipline within the broader field of history. To
address each of these issues as it relates to the problem at hand is simply
not possible, given the scope of a Master's thesis. Therefore, this study will
focus primarily upon the ideological and religious issues which inform our
understanding of republicanism and early American Methodism. When
42No11, History of Christianity, 115.
43lbid, 116.
44lbid.
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other issues figure prominently, such as the regional differences between
New England and the Middle and Southern states, they will be
acknowledged. Since this study is concerned with the larger connections
between republican thought and American Methodism, greater attention
will be given to the "big picture" rather than the view gained from the
microscope.
Methodology
A wealth of secondary literature exists for the study of American
Methodism and the early Republic. While these sources will be used for
interpretive work, the main burden of proofwill rest with an examination of
the primary sources, particularly the journals, letters, and documents of
early American Methodism. The archival holdings of Asbury Theological
Seminary have invaluable in this regard.
Quotations from primary sources in this thesis have not been
modernized in order to retain the "voice" of eighteenth-century American
Methodism. Therefore, spelling errors, gender-exclusive language, and all
the other trappings of this historical period have been left undisturbed. The
use of the cumbersome "sic" has been avoided altogether so as not to
interrupt the logic and flow of the quotations.
Organization
This thesis is divided into five chapters. Chapter One has introduced
the problem this thesis will tackle, and it has assessed the relevant
secondary literature on Methodism and republican thought. Chapter Two
looks at the shape republican ideas took in America, how they transformed
American culture, and how they mutated by the end of the eighteenth
1 5
century. In the next two chapters, the key events and personahties of early
American Methodism are introduced, and the historical development of
Methodism is traced. In the final chapter. Chapter Five, the essential
components of American Methodist identity are examined and then
compared to the republican language and ideas of the early Republic.
Justification
This thesis is a response to Nathan Hatch's call for historians to
"take up the challenge ofMethodist studies. ..as a central theme in the story
of how America came to be, and continues to be, such a religious place. "^5
Unfortunately, much of what has been written about American Methodism
has focused upon its numerical growth, organizational genius, or ecstatic
religious experiences. If it is possible that the ideas of the Revolution
contributed to the dramatic success of early American Methodism, then it
is puzzling why so few historians have investigated the connections
between republicanism and Methodism. This glaring omission in
Methodist historiography may stem, in part, from the very nature of ideas
and beliefs. As Ra5anond Cowan rightly observes.
One reason why Methodism remains such an enigma to the
writers ofUnited States religious and cultural history is the
fact that while its numerical growth and organizational
structure can be quantified, tabulated, charted, and
diagrammed, the beliefs which they share are not so easily
described.46
Even religious historians find it difficult to write about beliefs, how they
motivated the people who held them, how they developed, and how they
45Hatch, "Puzzle," 20.
46Raymond Pierce Cowan, "The Arminian Alternative: The Rise of the
Methodist Episcopal Church, 1765-1850" (PhD diss., Georgia State University,
1991), 199.
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impacted society. Yet, no history ofMethodism would be complete without
an examination of its relationship to the dominant political ideology of the
early Republic.
1 7
CHAPTER 2
REPUBLICANISM TRIUMPHANT
Before we can identify the points of contact or fundamental
dissimilarity between republicanism and early American Methodism, we
must turn our attention to the historical development of republicanism in
America. While it is possible to speak of several republicanisms, it is also
possible to describe the shared beliefs and their mutations which comprised
the essence of republican thought. What is important to remember is that
the republicanism of the 1760s which sparked the War for Independence
looked very different from the republicanism of the 1780s which shaped the
United States' Constitution and the Federal government.
The story of republicanism begins with the English colonization of
the New World. While the colonization provided seemingly limitless
opportunities for the English who settled in America, it failed to produce
anj^hing of consequence for the mother country. The only known gold in
America lay to the South, under Spanish control, and the few crops and
products which could be exported were dreadfully inadequate to meet
England's needs. By 1700, however, a lucrative trade route had formed
between England and the colonies. Colonists in America desired the quality
of English manufactured goods, and the English found that colonial
produce came cheaply and in great quantities. Despite the volume of trade,
the expenses of protecting and governing the colonies far exceeded the
revenues generated by taxes and tariffs. In order to correct the imbalance,
George Grenville, First Lord of the Treasury from 1763 to 1765, devised a
series of new taxes and duties to help reduce the English national debt and
make colonists pay their fair share.
1 8
Under Grenville's leadership, Parliament passed the Currency Act
in 1764 which forbid colonial governments from issuing their own
currencies and the Sugar Act that same year which imposed new duties on
colonial imports. In 1765, Grenville pushed through the Quartering and
Stamp Acts, forcing colonists to house British troops and pay taxes on such
items as newspapers and legal documents. The colonial reaction to the
Quartering and Stamp Acts was severe. In Boston, a mob raided the house
of a local stamp-distributor, and in other cities colonists rioted. Many
colonists were outraged that Parliament would pass what they believed
were oppressive and unconstitutional measures, and some demanded that
these acts be repealed. Although Lord Grenville was dismissed in July of
1765, Parliament's search for revenue led them to enact the Townshend
Duties a year later. ' That same year, in 1766, Barbara Heck and Philip
Embury began holding Methodist class meetings at Embury's home in New
York. A few years earlier, Robert Strawbridge had begun conducting
Methodist class meetings near Sam's Creek, Maryland. Methodist classes
and societies, like those started by Embury and Strawbridge, were springing
up across the colonies, despite the absence of official missionaries and
preachers from England. 2
John Wesley's Methodism was transplanted to America through lay
initiatives, but the timing of Methodism's arrival could not have been worse.
Colonial sentiment against the crown and Parliament was reaching a
feverish pitch, and many colonists believed English ministers were
conspiring to suppress colonial freedom and autonomy.^ The colonists'
Uohn M. Blum, et. al., eds.. The National Experience: Part One, A History
of the United States to 1877, 5th ed., (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich,
1981), 89-97.
^Norwood, Story of American Methodism, 65-67
^Blum, ed.. National Experience, 91.
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distrust of the EngUsh government had developed gradually, but colonial
suspicions were vindicated, so it seemed, by England's taxes, tariffs, and
military build-up of the 1760s. The tensions between the British government
and its colonists can be explained, in part, by the massive English national
debt and the need for new sources of public revenue following the French
and Indian War (1755-1763). But a deeper set of reasons lie beneath the
uneasiness felt by colonists and the English alike. A new set of ideas about
how to govern and order society was transforming the colonies-
republicanism. These ideas were changing everything.
During the century preceding the War for Independence, the colonies
in America mirrored life in England, structuring society around "vertical
chains," deference, and the idea that everyone had an essential part in the
maintenance and preservation of society. Historian Robert Shalhope has
described America during this period as "hierarchically structured, gentry
dominated, and committed to the ideal of organic unity under the
leadership of gentlemen. Though organically connected, colonists were
separated by class, with the most striking distinction drawn between the
"gentle" and the "simple." One's "speech, deportment, manners, and
dress" usually indicated his or her station in life, as did the "liveried
equipage, the size and splendor of the home, and the quantity and quality of
food consumed by the household. These distinctions were a social reality,
often felt with great intensity, and they were rarely, if ever, challenged.
Devereux Jarratt, an Anglican rector in eighteenth-century Virginia, wrote
that he feared the gentry when he was growing up. As Jarratt recalled
from his childhood, "a periwig, in those days, was a distinguishing badge of
^Shalhope, Roots of Democracy, xii.
5lbid., 2.
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gentle folk--and when I saw a man riding the road, near our house, with a
wig on, it would so alarm my fears, and give me such a disagreeable
feeling, that, I dare say, I would nm off, as for my life. "6
The colonial gentry, though never a genuine aristocracy, wielded
enough power to affect most areas of society. Ever5^hing from government
appointments to commercial contracts hinged upon the authority of the
"gentle folk," and it was universally assumed that gentlemen were the best,
if not the only, class of citizens to govern society. The commonly-held belief
that good government required virtuous leaders further solidified the
gentry's authority, because "they alone had the natural capacity and the
leisure to be fully virtuous. ""^ Gentlemen, however, were expected to govern
in a disinterested fashion, placing the good of the public as a whole above
their own affairs. ^ Although the gentry did not always live up to this ideal,
the public rarely voiced concern. The public's desire for the king's
protection, which the gentry guaranteed by way of their appointment,
proved stronger than their desire for disinterested leaders. ^
The gentry's authority and status, however, began to erode after the
revivals of the 1740s. The Great Awakening fostered a democratic and
egalitarian spirit among its adherents, threatening Old World structures in
several ways. It was itinerant evangelists, rather than the settled clergy,
who helped spark and sustain the revivals of the Great Awakening and
who provided leadership for new converts. These "upstart" evangelists
encouraged converts to "perform religious duties for themselves and not to
^Jarratt, Devereux, The Life of the Reverend Devereux Jarratt
(Baltimore: Warner and Hanna, 1806), 14.
^Shalhope, Roots of Democracy, 2-6.
^Wood, Creation of the American Republic, 67-68.
^Shalhope, Roots of Democracy, 8.
2 1
rely on an elite clergy."io The authority of the established clergy was
further undermined by the growing perception that one's ministerial
credentials were not as important as one's heart. Historian Edwin Gaustad
has concluded that "being the pastor of a major parish was not nearly so
important as being preacher to the whole waiting world," a sentiment later
heralded and demonstrated by Methodist itinerants.il
George Whitefield, Jonathan Edwards, and father and son William
and Gilbert Tennent, more than any other individuals, proved instrumental
in the success and longevity of the revivals of the Great Awakening.
Whitefield provided the new homiletic; Edwards, the theological
justification; and the Tennents, the education of revivalist clergy. But it was
Whitefield's preaching and passionate, open-air meetings that forever
changed America. Whitefield's sermons were extemporaneous and
dramatic, drawing thousands of listeners and producing an astounding
number of converts. This new homiletical style suggested to its listeners
that "formal education or prestige" were not as important as one's standing
with God. In effect, argues Mark Noll, "[Whitefield's] ministry moved in a
democratic direction... incorporating both a frank expression of popular
democracy and the sharpest attack yet on inherited privilege in colonial
America." 13 The Great Awakening demonstrated how indiscriminate God
could be in dispensing his grace and how little one's social standing
l^NoU, History of Christianity, 112.
11 Edwin S. Gaustad, Neither King Nor Prelate: Religion and the New
Nation, 1776-1826 (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1993), 30.
l^Harry S. Stout, The Divine Dramatist: George Whitefield and the Rise of
Modern Evangelicalism (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1991), xvi, 87-132.
l^Noll, History of Christianity, 112.
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mattered when compared with one's heart. The gentry, however, viewed
these developments with fear and contempt.
By the 1760s, the democratic aftershocks of the Great Awakening had
taken their toll on colonial society. Churches, communities, and families
divided over the new forms of religious experience which had accompanied
the revivals, separating into "New Lights" and "Old Calvinists" among the
Presbyterians and into "Separates" and "Regular" among the Baptists.
Among the "New Lights" and the "Separates," ordinary people were being
challenged to take more responsibility for their spiritual development. New
avenues for leadership and religious expression opened up for those
previously "locked out" by the establishment, giving many individuals a
taste of religious autonomy and freedom. The Great Awakening also
created millennial expectations among the people, which in turn added
new dimensions to such terms as liberty, tyranny, and virtue. As these new
ideas and forms of religious expression were rocking colonial churches,
new ideas about how to govern and structure society were rattling colonial
legislatures. Democratic republicanism was taking shape.
In the decades preceding the War for Independence, republicans
insisted that government should make the public good its primary goal, that
citizens should willingly exercise pubhc virtue, and that liberty and equality
should be secured for the people. It was the "public good," however, more
than anything else, that captured the political convictions of Americans on
the purpose of government. Gordon Wood has concluded that "the sacrifice
of individual interests to the greater good of the whole formed the essence of
republicanism and comprehended for Americans the idealistic goal of their
l^Shalhope, Roots of Democracy, 14.
l^Noll, History of Christianity, 100, 102-103.
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Revolution." 16 The good of the people was the foundation upon which other
repubhcan ideals were built. 17 "The [very] word repubhc," wrote Thomas
Paine, "means the public good, or the good of the whole, in contradistinction
to the despotic form, which makes the good of the sovereign, or of one man,
the only object of government." 18 Americans were growing suspicious of
rulers who did not promote and protect the interests of the people, and by
the 1760s Americans had come to despise the indulgent self-interest of the
British monarchy and its ministers.
A society committed to the promotion of the public good appealed to
many colonists weary of the corruption in England, but such a society
would require its citizens to place the good of the whole above their own
interests. "This willingness of the individual to sacrifice his private
interests for the good of the community" was what eighteenth-century
Americans considered "public virtue. "19 The republican concept of virtue,
like so many other republican ideals, was firmly rooted in antiquity.
Colonists in America were called upon to imitate the character of ancient
Romans by displaying restraint, temperance, fortitude, dignity, and
independence. These qualities were extolled in newspapers, pamphlets,
speeches, and art, and they were embodied in such men as George
Washington. 20 "Virtue," proclaimed Samuel Cooper in 1780, "is the spirit
of a Republic; for where all power is derived from the people, all depends on
their good disposition. "21 Unlike a monarchy where obedience was
l^Wood, Creation of the American Republic, 53.
l^Bailyn, Ideological Origins, 69.
l^Quoted in Wood, Creation of the American Republic, 55-56.
l^Wood, Creation of the American Republic, 68.
20lbid., 50.
21 Samuel Cooper, A Sermon Preached before His Excellency John
Hancock. ..(Boston: 1780), 37, quoted in Hatch, Sacred Cause of Liberty, 105.
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guaranteed by fear or force, a republic depended upon the willingness of its
citizens to defer their own wants and needs to the greater good of the whole.
"Public virtue," then, safeguarded a republic from immorality, decay, and
anarchy.22 As John Murray concluded in 1779, "Virtue and piety are
nearly connected...where impiety reigns virtue is banished and when she
takes her departure the community has lost the surest guardian of public
safety. "23 Public virtue safeguarded the well-being of a republic almost as
much as public vice threatened it.
While the pursuit of the public good by virtuous citizens captured the
essence of republicanism, the concepts of liberty and equality gave
republican thought its democratic flavor. In place of the divine rights of
kings, the Americans came to believe that power originated from and
belonged to the people, making it impossible to guarantee personal and civil
liberty without a functional democracy. Since republicans still believed in
the ideal of organic unity, they defined liberty primarily in corporate terms,
pitting the collective rights of the people over against insatiable self-interest
of their rulers. Only a t5rrant would attempt to usurp the power which
rightly belonged to the people, which is why the colonists were so outraged
by the passage of the Quartering and Stamp Acts in 1765. The republican
emphasis upon corporate, or public, liberty tended to overshadow individual
liberties, often to the point of suppression. Gordon Wood reports that
individuals who spoke out against the elected magistrates were often
punished with great severity, because it was believed that speaking against
the magistrates was the equivalent of speaking against the will of the
22Wood, Creation of the American Republic, 68.
2 3 John Murray, Nehemiah, or the Struggle for Liberty Never in Vain
(Newburyport, MA: 1779), 44, quoted in Hatch, Sacred Cause of Liberty, 110.
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people. 24 The republican concept of liberty would not include individual
rights until well after the Revolution, but its strong presence before the
Revolution indicates how rapidly America was changing.
As much as colonists championed the "sacred cause of liberty," what
they desired most out of the Revolution was equality. The principle of
equality constituted the "very life and soul" of a republic, and it enabled men
of talent and virtue to rise to the highest levels of society and government,
regardless of their social standing. As Robert Shalhope observed,
"republicanism's emphasis upon equality encouraged ordinary, obscure
men to challenge all manifestations of authority and eminence within
society. "25 On the surface, it seemed republicans wanted to establish an
equality of condition which denied any real distinctions between
individuals. But some republicans also wanted to maintain the "vertical
chains" and the deference of the early colonial period, instead defining
equality in terms of opportunity. In the end, republicans merely changed
the origin of social standing from that of birth and royal favor to that of
talent.
Republicans were equally ambivalent about the lifestyle of the
nobility. On the one hand, the despised the way royal governors, state
officials, and their minions obtained power and prestige from the English
Crown. On the other hand, they continued to vie for the status, prestige, and
material advantages which those relationships produced. 26
In the years leading up to the War for Independence, republicans
began to use the language and imagery of Christian eschatology to describe
their conflict with England. Many colonists behoved the tumultuous events
24Wood, Creation of the American Republic, 23-25, 61-65.
25shalhope, Roots of Democracy, xii.
26wood, Creation of the American Republic, 70-75, 111-112.
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of the 1760s and 1770s signaled the inauguration of a "new age," so they
borrowed the concept of the millennium from the Bible to help explain this
approaching reality. 27 A few decades earlier, following the revivals of the
Great Awakening, colonists were expecting the "Latter-day Glory" of the
millennium, but their hopes were dashed when the revivals lost steam. The
impending war with England and the struggle for liberty rekindled
millennial expectations, however, linking the libertarian political agenda of
republicanism with the cause of God.28 Nathan Hatch has concluded that
"the cycles of republican history and the linear perspective of Christian
eschatology became indivisible" by the start of the Revolution. 29 This union
of republican language and millennial expectations was epitomized by the
preaching of Samuel Sherwood. As Sherwood proclaimed in 1776, "Every
one acquainted with the history of our country, and the New-England
colonies in particular, must know, that there have been floods issued from
the mouth of the old serpent...which at length, have brought on a civil
war. "30 The cosmic interpretation of the Revolution as a great battle
between the God's Elect and the Antichrist came from both politicians and
Calvinist clergy alike, and it became a dominant theme of republicanism
during the Revolution. 31
The link between republicanism and the millennium was also forged
by the amazing display of public virtue "under the British afflictions of 1774-
27Most Americans are aware of the eagle and the motto, e pluribus
unum, which adorn the great seal of the United States, but the other side of the
great seal is inscribed with the phrase, novus ordo seclorum.
28Hatch, Sacred Cause of Liberty, 29, 156
29lbid., 3.
30Samuel Sherwood, "The Church's Flight into the Wilderness," [New
York: S. Loudon, 1776] in Political Sermons of the American Founding Era:
1730-1805, ed. Ellis Sandoz (Indianapolis: Liberty, 1991), 512.
31 Hatch, Sacred Cause of Liberty, 22, 87, 160.
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75. "32 Despite the growing absence of courts and magistrates, colonists on
the whole remained lawful-abiding citizens. John Witherspoon, president
of the College of New Jersey from 1768 until 1792, marveled that "there has
been so great a degree of public spirit, that we have much more reason to be
thankful for its vigor and prevalence, than to wonder at the few
appearances of dishonesty or disaffection. "33 Such was not the case with
England, however. By 1775, colonists widely believed that England had
"sunk in corruption" and was "tottering on the brink of destruction."
Comparing England's plight to the fall of Rome, colonists feared that the
vices, sin, and folly of England would eventually corrupt the colonies. 34 The
weakness of the British Crown and her ministers to resist the corruption of
power and status motivated colonists to consider a break with England.
The events of 1765-1775 certainly convinced colonists of the need to
separate from England. Many colonists believed Parliament was
participating in a conspiracy to suppress colonial freedom and autonomy.
As early as 1764, with the passage of the Currency and Sugar Acts,
colonists were seeing a pattern of corruption and oppression in the
legislation of Parliament. Matters only worsened the following year when
Parliament enacted the Quartering and Stamp Acts, forcing colonists to
house British troops at their own expense. New taxes, duties, and
restrictions were placed upon the colonies on a regular basis until the
building tensions erupted in violence and bloodshed. On March 5, 1770, a
crowd of angry colonists taunted British soldiers stationed outside a Boston
3 2Wood, Creation of the American Republic, 117.
33john Witherspoon, "The Dominion of Providence over the Passions of
Men," [Philadelphia: R. Aitken, 1776] in Political Sermons of the American
Founding Era: 1730-1805, ed. Ellis Sandoz (Indianapohs: Liberty, 1991), 551.
34Wood, Creation of the American Republic, 32; Bailyn, Ideological
Origins, 86-88.
customhouse, pelting them with oyster shells. In the midst of the frenzy,
the soldiers fired upon the mob, wounding six and killing five. 35 "The
Boston Massacre," as it was called by the colonists, demonstrated just how
t5rrannical the mother country had become.
The Boston Massacre also confirmed what the colonists had feared
since the arrival of British troops in 1768. The presence of standing armies
had always resulted in a loss of liberty, and the deliberate shooting of
innocent civilians suggested that the loss this time would be severe. 36
There was little doubt in the minds of colonists that a deliberate "plot
against liberty," hatched by the British government, threatened to enslave
everyone. Even the well-educated clergy ofNew England felt the need to
address the political situation, preaching on Biblical themes of "liberty and
slavery, freedom and bondage. "37 As Bernard Bailyn has summarized,
"unconstitutional taxing, the invasion of placemen, the weakening of the
judiciary, plural officeholding, Wilkes, standing armies�these were major
evidences of a deliberate assault of power on liberty. "3 8 Since colonists
believed that the king's ministers, courtiers, and lobb3dsts were behind the
conspiracy to "enslave America," they appealed to the crown for action.39
As a result. Parliament was persuaded to repeal the Townshend duties and
remove the troops stationed in Boston, fostering good-will in the colonies
until the winter of 1773. The Tea Act and the "Intolerable Acts" of 1773,
however, left no doubt that Parliament intended strip away the power of the
elected colonial legislatures and courts.40 In September of 1774, a group of
35Blum, ed.. National Experience, 97.
36Bailyn, Ideological Origins, 113, 116.
3 7Hatch, Sacred Cause of Liberty, 61-62.
38Bailyn, Ideological Origins, 111.
39lbid., 126-127.
40Wood, Creation of the American Republic, 39-43.
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fifty-five delegates met to assess the situation and appeal to the crown once
more, but the delegates were divided over the proper course of action. A
minor skirmish between British troops and colonial militiamen on April 19,
1775 at Lexington, Massachusetts irrevocably decided the matter. The War
for Independence had claimed its first casualties.
"The time hath found us," wrote Thomas Paine in 1776. Colonists no
longer viewed independence from England as simply one option among
many, but as the only permanent solution to the problem of British tyranny.
As Gordon Wood points out, however, republican thought leading up to the
Revolution was "designed to enable the colonists...to expose and thus resist
the forces of t5rranny before they were actually enslaved."^! The fear of a
tjrrannical abuse of power had remained so strong for such a long period of
time that, in reality, the colonists were fighting against a tyranny they had
never experienced first hand. Nonetheless, they believed their revolution
was a moral struggle between the forces of liberty and the forces of
tyrannical power. As the Declaration of Independence asserted,
"whenever any form of government becomes destructive of these ends [life,
liberty, and the pursuit of happiness] , it is the right of the people to alter or
to abolish it, and to institute a new government. "42 The colonists in
America chose to abolish their government, and by 1783 they had won the
Revolution and gained formal recognition of their independence.
The American victory was short-lived, however, because the
Revolution had also succeeded at turning republican ideology on its head.
Before the war republicans were confident that the "virtue, wisdom, and
41 Ibid., 37, 90.
^'^The Declaration of Independence in Sources and Documents
Illustrating the American Revolution: 1764-1788, 2nd edition, ed. Samuel E.
Morison (London: Oxford, 1929), 157.
30
public spirit" of the American people could not only prevail over the tyranny
of England but also succeed in establishing a republican society of order,
harmony, and virtue. After the war it became clear that public virtue had
succumbed to vice. Gordon Wood has described post-Revolutionary
America as a society of luxury, dissipation, and extravagance:
The signs of disease spread everjrwhere. Merchants and
farmers were seeking their own selfish ends; hucksters were
engrossing products to raise prices. Even government officials,
it was charged, were using their public positions to fill their
own pockets. The fluctuation in the value ofmoney was
making "every kind of commerce and trade precarious, and as
every individual is more or less interested in it," was putting a
premium on selfishness. Everyone was doing "what was right
in his own eyes. "43
The degeneracy of the American people into vice and folly posed a
serious threat to the survival of the new republic. In 1784, Samuel
McClintock cautioned the New Hampshire State Congress that "the history
of all nations and ages, shews that public virtue makes a people great and
happy, vice contemptible and miserable. "44 The New England clergy
throughout the 1780s echoed McClintock's sentiment in countless
jeremiads denouncing the pursuit of luxury and predicting the impending
judgment of God.45 According to Robert Shalhope, "Post-Revolutionary
America appeared increasingly materialistic, utilitarian, and
licentious. "46 The American people had failed to sustain public virtue in
their private and public lives, forcing republicans to abandon the ideal
altogether.
43Wood, Creation of the American Republic, 417-418.
44samuel McClintock, "A Sermon Preached Before the Honorable the
Council, and the Honorable the Senate and House of Representatives of the
State of New-Hampshire," [Portsmouth: R. Gerrish, 1784] in Political Sermons of
the American Founding Era: 1730-1805, ed. Ellis Sandoz (Indianapolis: Liberty,
1991), 805.
45Wood, Creation of the American Republic, 109, 417.
46shalhope, Roots of Democracy, 137.
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The Revolution also forced republicans to examine whether or not the
"benevolent leadership of a natural elite" could be trusted to place the public
good above its own insatiable self-interest. Republicans discovered a
proliferation of ambitious politicians bent on their own personal gain and
the interests of their most powerful constituents in the legislative bodies of
the new nation. As Gordon Wood reports, "the [state] senates had become
for some blatantly self-interested bodies representing the distinct concerns
of the propertied or rich of the community set in opposition to the common
good of the ordinary people. "^7 Disillusioned, republicEins conceded that
self-interest would always win out over the public good, so they redefined
liberty to include individual and property rights in order to protect the
people from the interests of the powerful. In the end, republicans softened
their rhetoric about the public good in favor of justice, which guaranteed the
protection of an individual's rights and property against possible
infractions by the government or the will of the people.48
Republican ideology was dealt another blow by nagging questions
about the scope of liberty and equality. "The great importance of a general
union through this country, in order to [preserve] our liberties," proclaimed
Isaac Backus, "has often been pleaded for with propriety; but how can such
a union be expected so long as that dearest of all rights, equal liberty of
conscience is not allowed?"49 For men like Isaac Backus, in as much as
political and religious tjrranny went hand in hand before the Revolution, it
only made sense that political and rehgious liberty did the same after the
47wood, Creation of the American Republic, 503.
48ibid., 606-615.
49isaac Backus, "An Appeal to the Public for Religious Liberty," [Boston:
John Boyle, 1773] in Political Sermons of the American Founding Era: 1730-
1805, ed. Ellis Sandoz (Indianapolis: Liberty, 1991), 362.
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Revolution. 50 The Revolution also raised questions about the inequalities of
American society, such as the plight of slaves and the role of women, and it
created hopes of social mobility among "men of little ability or station."
Republican attempts to secure liberty and equality, however, never reached
all levels of American society, leaving numerous pockets of people in
oppression and servitude. Robert Shalhope has voiced this failure of
republicanism by asserting that the "cries of republican equality became
ever more insistent at the very time that Americans rigidly excluded blacks
from their society, decimated Indian tribes in an attempt to transform them
into republican citizens, restricted women to a separate, limited sphere, and
created a markedly stratified society."5l Republican notions of liberty and
equality would not be realized until the twentieth-century, and even then
only in part.
The greatest expression of republicanism following the War for
Independence, however, was the system of checks and balances instituted to
protect the American people from would be oppressors. In the years
leading up to the Revolution, Americans had feared that a weak legislature
or judiciary could become an easy pawn of executive authority, so they
tended to isolate those branches from the executive powers. 52 The
widespread corruption and self-interest which characterized state
legislatures after the war, however, convinced republicans that any branch
of government could easily become an oppressor of the people. The belief
that power tended to corrupt and that absolute power did so absolutely
motivated republicans to diffuse power equally among the three branches of
government in the form of a representative democracy. Republicans could
50Gaustad, Neither King Nor Prelate, 33-34.
51 Shalhope, Roots of Democracy, 137.
5 2Wood, Creation of the American Republic, 157
not allow any concentration of power, because unchecked power eventually
destroyed the liberty and rights of the people. The republican idea of
separating the powers and instituting a system of checks and balances
became one of the greatest contributions of republicanism toward the
formation of American government and one of the longest held principles of
American political thought.
Concepts such as liberty and tjTanny, virtue and vice, and checks and
balances were all woven together into the republican ideology of the
founding period. Unlike a static dogma, these expressions of republicanism
formed an ideal which mutated over time and which conformed to human
experience. 53 Republican thought fueled the War for Independence, guided
the framing of the Constitution, and transformed America from the
organically connected, hierarchically structured, and gentry dominated
society of George Washington's youth into the market-driven,
individualistic society of Thomas Jefferson's presidency. In short,
republicanism changed the way Americans understood themselves and the
world around them, and it marked the beginning of modern democracy.
53No11, History of Christianity, 115.
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CHAPTER 3
THE UNHAPPY WAR
Although John Wesley and George Whitefield both came to America
with a "new theology," neither was able to establish permanent, "Methodist
like" societies as a direct result of their missionary work in America. In
fact, American Methodism did not take root in the colonies until well into
the 1760s, a decade when British tax agents were openly harassed, when
imported British goods were destroyed, and when popular support for
political independence gained momentum. For better or worse, the arrival
ofMethodism in the New World happened to coincide with the most
defining event in American history-the American Revolution.
Many British colonists in America at that time were convinced that
Parliament did not intend to honor their rights as Englishmen, especially
those rights to life, liberty, and property, and they believed each new
measure from Parliament only justified their fears. Colonists were
incensed when Lord Grenville persuaded Parliament to enact the Currency
and Sugar Acts of 1764. But, colonists were stunned and dismayed by
Grenville's actions and Parliament's complicity in the passage of the
Quartering and Stamp Acts of 1765. Not only had the Sugar Act and the
Quartering Act placed new tax burdens on colonial property, but the Stamp
Act took money directly out of colonial pockets without the benefit of elected
representation. As far as the colonists were concerned. Lord Grenville and
Parhament had violated the British constitution by taxing people they did
not represent.
In March of 1766, Parliament responded to the tensions in the
colonies by asserting its authority "to make laws and statutes of sufficient
force and validity to bind the colonies and people ofAmerica...in all cases
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whatsoever. "1 Although highly inflammatory, this "Declaratory Act" was
largely ignored by colonists, because it accompanied the repeal of the Stamp
Act. Many colonists hailed the repeal of the Stamp Act as a return to
normalcy. It was that same year, in 1766, that Irish immigrants Barbara
Heck and Philip Embury organized a Methodist class in New York. Oddly
enough, despite the animosity colonists harbored against the British
military, the Methodist society in New York recruited a British officer to
preach for them. Captain Thomas Webb, a semi-retired officer in the 48th
Regiment who had lost his right eye while fighting for the British at
Montmorency (1759), actually preferred preaching in his regimentals. 2
While the spectacle of a one-eyed British officer "preaching the Gospel"
drew large crowds for the Methodists in New York, their association with
Webb would later prove embarrassing.
A few years earlier, another Irish immigrant was forming Methodist
societies in Maryland�Robert Strawbridge. Strawbridge had settled in the
northern part ofMaryland near Sam's Creek, but his ministry took him
throughout the colony and to Virginia as well. According to Frederick
Norwood, Strawbridge was "the first of a long line of Methodist
mavericks. "3 Strawbridge labored without an appointment from Wesley,
and he was the only Methodist preacher to receive "permission" to
administer the sacraments of baptism and the Lord's Supper, long before
American Methodism was an independent church. Although
Strawbridge's methods were quite unorthodox, even among Methodists, his
efforts were quite successful. According to the minutes of the 1773 "annual
1 Quoted in Blum, ed.. National Experience, 91-94.
2e. Ralph Bates, Captain Thomas Webb (London: Pinhorns, 1975), 4.
^Norwood, Story of American Methodism, 66.
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conference," nearly half of all Methodists in America resided in the colony
of Maryland .4
The success ofMethodism in New York was due in large part to the
preaching of British Captain Thomas Webb, of whom John Adams would
later write, "He is one of the most fluent, eloquent men I ever heard."
Webb's ability to draw crowds eventually forced the New York society to rent
a rigging loft in order to accommodate the large audiences. By 1768 the
society had erected a small chapel on John Street. The completion of
"Wesley Chapel," as it was named, prompted Thomas Taylor, one of the
members of the New York society, to write John Wesley on April 11 (1768)
for "legal advice, financial help, and qualified preachers. Wesley
responded by sending Richard Boardman and Joseph Pilmore, the first of
several pairs to be sent to America, in 1769. They were followed by Francis
Asbury and Richard Wright in 1771, Thomas Rankin and George Shadford
in 1773, and James Dempster and Martin Rodda in 1774. Although Wesley
had never developed plans for missionary work in the colonies, the
Methodists who immigrated there convinced him otherwise. ^
Thomas Taylor's appeal for "qualified preachers" may tell us
something about the state of religion in the decade leading up to the
Revolution. Most modern interpreters have generally assumed that
religious adherence in America peaked sometime between the Puritan
experiment and the Great Awakening and that it has declined ever since.
"^Minutes of the Methodist Conferences, Annually Held in America, from
1773 to 1794, Inclusive (Philadelphia: Henry Tuckniss, 1795), 7.
^Norwood, Story of American Methodism, 67, 69; Baker, From Wesley to
Asbury, 73, 78-79.
^Doris Elisabett Andrews, "Popular Religion and the Revolution in the
Middle Atlantic Ports: The Rise of the Methodists, 1770-1800" (PhD. diss..
University of Pennsylvania, 1986), 18-24; Norwood, Story of American
Methodism, 70-13.
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Social scientists Roger Finke and Rodney Stark, however, have challenged
this paradigm. They report that only 17% of the colonial population were
affiliated with a church in 1776, while nearly 37% ofAmericans were
affihated with a church in 1850. According to Finke and Stark, religious
adherence would never again drop to its low level at the beginning of the
American Revolution. 7 William Watters, one of the first American-born
Methodist preachers, wrote in 1772 that "we found very few in the course of
three hundred miles who knew, experimentally, any thing of the Lord
Jesus Christ, or the power of his grace. "^ Of the colonists who attended
church and the ministers who served them, few matched the piety or zeal
which characterized the Methodists. Devereux Jarratt, Anglican rector of
Bath Parish, concluded that before the Methodists arrived in Virginia, "I
stood alone, not knowing of one clergyman, in Virginia, like minded with
myself. "9 William Watters lamented that
the two ministers in the two parishes, with whom I was
acquainted, were both immoral men, and had no gifts for the
ministry... the blind were evidently leading the blind, and it was
the mere mercy of God, that we did not all fall into hell
together. '0
As Benjamin Abbott told his wife in 1772, shortly after his conversion, "I
love you all, but as yet I have not found one converted Christian among
you. "11
7Roger Finke and Rodney Stark, "How tiie Upstart Sects Won America:
1776-1850," Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 28 (1988): 27-44.
^William Watters, A Short Account of the Christian Experience and
Ministereal Labours of William Watters Drawn Up by Himself (Alexandria: S.
Snowden, 1806), 27.
^Jarratt, Life of Jarratt, 86.
lOWatters, 3.
11 Benjamin Abbott, Experience and Gospel Labors of the Rev. Benjamin
Abbott: To Which Is Annexed a Narrative of His Life and Death by John Ffirth
(New York: Phillips and Hunt, 1801), 22-23.
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The state of experimental religion was only one of the problems that
the English Methodist itinerants faced in America. Only six months after
his arrival in Philadelphia, Francis Asbury noted how lax the colonists
were in observing the General Rules which governed Methodist societies.
British colonists had grown accustomed to governing their own affairs,
whether political or religious, and they found it increasingly difficult to
submit to "foreign" authority, especially when it bordered on tyranny.
"They cannot bear the discipline and doctrine," Asbury bemoaned, "but this
does not move me. "12 On April 28, 1772, Asbury recorded in his journal,
"while I stay, the rules must be attended to; and I cannot suffer myself to be
guided by half-hearted Methodists."! 3 The arrival of Thomas Rankin in
1773 helped tighten things up in America. Rankin was thirty-five years old,
mature, and the newly appointed "general assistant" for the work in
America. 14 Together, Rankin and Asbury regulated the classes according
to Wesley's rules, although the laity complained that these actions were too
harsh. William Watters recalled, "I first met with Mr. Rankin at one ofmy
brothers...! always though [t] him qualified to fill his place as general
assistant amongst us, notwithstanding his particularities."l5 Could these
"particularities" refer to Rankin's strict discipline? Asbury seems to have
been happy with Rankin's leadership, noting in 1773 that although "he will
127LFA, 1:35.
l^Francis Asbury, The Journal and Letters of Francis Asbury, ed. Elmer
T. Clark, J. Manning Potts, and Jacob S. Payton, 3vols. (Nashville: Abingdon,
1958), 1:28; hereafter cited as JLFA.
14Wesley wrote a letter to Rankin on March 1, 1775 to which he
appended "a line" to the preachers in America: "The conduct of T. Rankin has
been suitable to the Methodist plan: I hope all of you tread in his steps." John
Wesley, The Works of John Wesley, 14 vols., ed. Thomas Jackson (London:
Wesleyan Methodist Book Room, 1872), 12:325.
15Watters, 35.
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not be admired as a preacjier... as a disciplinarian, he will fill his place."
Historian Frank Baker has argued that the tensions over the General Rules
were symptoms of a larger conflict brewing between the colonists and
Wesley's itinerants. Asbury's loyalties were clear. He wrote to his
parents on October 7, 1772, "I am under Mr. Wesley's direction; and as he is
my father and friend, I hope I shall never turn my back on him."'^
On the eve of the Revolution, a revival broke out among Methodists
and Anglicans in Virginia during the winter of 1775-76. In November 1775
Asbury reported that "the power of the Lord was present, melting the hearts
of the audience: and in class meeting both believers and penitents were all
in tears. "19 By May 1776, thousands had attended special assemblies, and
hundreds had been converted under the preaching ofMethodist itinerants
Thomas Rankin and George Shadford and Anglican rector Devereux
Jarratt. The ecstatic religious experiences common to this revival are
described by Jesse Lee:
In the latter part of that year 11775] we had the greatest revival
of religion, I had ever seen. I have been at meetings where the
whole congregation would be bathed in tears: and sometimes
their cries would be so loud that the preacher's voice could not
be heard. Some would be seized with a trembling, and in a few
moments drop on the floor as if they were dead; while others
were embracing each other, with streaming eyes, and all were
lost in wonder, love, and praise.^o
The explosive growth ofMethodism which followed this revival is
impressive. At the 1774 Annual Conference, the Brunswick district in
^^JLFA, 1:80.
l^Baker, From Wesley to Asbury, 85.
3:13
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20jesse Lee, Memoir of the Rev. Jesse Lee: With Extracts from His
Journals, compiled by Minton Thrift (New York: N. Bangs and T. Mason, 1823),
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Virginia had only 218 members "in society." At the 1775 Annual
Conference, that number climbed to 800, and by the 1776 Annual Conference
the Brunswick district could boast 1,611 members with an additional 683
members in a newly formed district to the south.21 Methodism was already
having a profound effect upon American religious experience, and the
weeping, shouting, and trembling which characterized this "great revival"
would later become trademarks of nearly every Methodist love feast,
quarterly meeting, and camp meeting until well into the nineteenth
century.
Devereux Jarratt expressed approval for the Methodists and their
mission. In fact, Jarratt was so taken by the piety and heart-felt religion of
the Methodists in America, he wrote a letter of thanks to John Wesley for
the Methodist preachers Wesley had sent to the colonies. 22 Jarratt's love
for the Methodists, however, was grounded in his understanding that they
were faithful members of the Church of England. Methodist itinerant
Robert Williams once assured Jarratt that "Methodists were true members
of the Church of England...their design was to build up and not divide. "23
Not all Methodists lived up to Williams' claim, and not all Anglicans were
tolerant of the Methodists. Francis Asbury recorded the following
encounter with an Anglican minister in 1772:
Went twelve miles into Kent county, and had many great
people to hear me. But before preaching, one Mr. Read, a
church minister, came to me and desired to know who I was,
and where I was licensed. I told him who I was. ...[He] told
me that I could not, and should not preach; and if I did, he
Minutes of the Methodist Conferences, Annually Held in America:
from 1773 to 1813, vol. 1 (New York: Hitt and Ware, 1813), 8-12.
22Bucke, ed., History of American Methodism, 1:92.
23lbid., 144.
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would proceed against me according to law. ...He charged me
with making a schism.24
Asbury's experience was not uncommon. Methodist itinerants were often
challenged by the established clergy in the town, boroughs, and backroads
where they preached. And although Methodists were constrained to
cooperate with the Church ofEngland because ofWesley, they did not
always relish this relationship.
On April 19, 1775, a division of British regulars ordered to recover a
supply of arms at Concord, Massachusetts fired upon a group of colonial
militiamen on the village green at Lexington, killing eight and wounding
ten. The first shots of the Revolution had been fired, and by the close of the
year Methodists would be facing serious challenges to their loyalty to John
Wesley, the crown, and their mission in America.
Methodist loyalties were first put to the test by their "Father in the
Gospel," John Wesley. Wesley had written on several occasions about the
"oppressed, injured people" of America, but he dramatically changed his
mind sometime during the summer of 1775.25 After reading Samuel
Johnson's pamphlet entitled Taxation no Tyranny, Wesley concluded the
colonists in America had become corrupted by "a few men in England who
are determined enemies to the monarchy. "26 By the end of September,
Wesley had completed A Calm Address to Our American Colonies, in which
he railed,
[Sluppose, after numberless dangers and mischiefs, you
should settle into one or more republics, would a republican
government give you more liberty, either religious or civil? By
no means. No governments under heaven are so despotic as
24yLFA, 1:57-58.
25Frank Baker, "The Shaping of Wesley's Calm Address." Methodist
History 14 (Oct. 1975): 3-4.
26lbid., 5.
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the repubhcan; no subjects are governed in so arbitrary a
manner as those of a commonwealth.27
Wesley's pamphlet produced a serious set-back to the Methodist mission in
America. Francis Asbury wrote in his journal, "[I] am truly sorry that the
venerable man ever dipped into the politics of America," and he
acknowledged "there is not a man in the world so obnoxious to the
American politicians as our dear old Daddy. "28 As Ellis Sandoz points out,
were it not for the fact that American ports were closed on July 20, 1775,
more copies of the Calm Address than could have possibly been destroyed by
the American Methodists would have poured into the country. 29
Unfortunately, many colonists assumed that Wesley's itinerants "faithfully
represented his views. "30
Wesley's Calm Address was only the first of several circumstances
which fostered the popular notion that Methodists were enemies to the
American cause. Before fleeing to British-controlled Philadelphia and then
England, Martin Rodda distributed the King's proclamation throughout his
entire preaching circuit in Maryland. Another Methodist preacher,
Chauncy Clowe, was arrested and then hanged after having secured the
enlistments of three-hundred colonists into the British Army. 31 The fact
that Methodists were officially connected with the Church of England and
the belief that Methodists were Tories may have preserved Wesley Chapel
27wesley, Works, 11:87
^^JLFA, 1:62, 181.
29Ellis Sandoz, ed., Political Sermons of the American Founding Era:
1 730- J 805 (Indianapolis: Liberty, 1991), 412.
30chandler, 6.
31 Nathan Bangs, A History of the Methodist Episcopal Church (New
York: Mason and Lane, 1839), 121.
4 3
during the British occupation of New York. While many other churches
were sacked or burned, Wesley Chapel remained unscathed. 32
Captain Thomas Webb, who belonged to the original board of trustees
for Wesley Chapel, immediately wrote to General Gage for a command after
he had heard about the "battles" of Lexington and Concord. 33 Although
Gage never responded to the captain's request, Webb continued to offer his
services to any British agent or officer who was willing to take him.
Captain Webb even provided General Howe with information on
Washington's crossing of the Delaware, information he obtained by riding
into enemy territory. 34 After Washington's forces gained control of New
Jersey, however, Webb was arrested and imprisoned. Although the
Continental Congress repeatedly offered Webb a commission in the Colonial
Army during his imprisonment, Webb refused every offer. Eventually,
Webb was released and returned to England, but the damage had been
done. 35 The actions ofMartin Rodda, Chauncy Clowe, and Captain
Thomas Webb suggest that the charges of Toryism and loyalism made
against Methodists during the war were neither unfounded nor
exaggerated. In 1816, Ezekiel Cooper recalled, "these things, occasioned
jealousies and suspicions to arise among many, that the Methodists were,
politically, a dangerous people. "36
Suspicion of Methodist preachers was so prevalent during the
Revolution, observed Nathan Bangs, an early Methodist historian and the
32Bucke, ed., History of American Methodism, 1:174.
33Bates, 17.
34lbid., 19.
35lbid., 20.
36Ezekiel Cooper, The Substance of a Funeral Discourse Delivered at the
Request of the Annual Conference, on Tuesday, the 23rd of April, 1816, in St.
George's Church, Philadelphia: On the Death of the Rev. Francis Asbury
(Philadelphia: Jonathan Pounder, 1819), 80.
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editor of the Christian Advocate and Journal from 1828-1832, that all one
had to do to secure the arrest of a Methodist was shout, "Tory! "37
Unfortunately, many of the republican ideas which had legitimated the
War for Independence were also being used to suppress, and even
persecute, the Methodists. Republicans were concerned that Methodist
missionary efforts would undermine the patriot cause. Some even believed
that Methodists were enemies to their country. As Benjamin Abbott
observed, "the American war came on, and this increased our
persecution...we were now branded with Toryism. "38 William Watters
confessed, "it is true we sometimes were charged with being deceivers, false
prophets, enthusiasts, and even being enemies to our country," but as
Watters told one parson, "it was [precisely] this spirit that had led those,
who had been our guardians and ought still to be such, to become our
unnatural oppressors in the present unhappy war. "39 In reality, however,
not all Methodists were Tories, and not all Methodists were patriots; some
even seem to have been "neutral." But the confusion over Methodist
loyalties in the War led both sides, republicans and Tories, to attack the
Methodists in print and from the pulpit.^o Thomas Ware, the first
American-born itinerant to serve under Wesley, summarized the warring
parties in America this way:
Of all wars a civil war is the worst; and the revolutionary war
had much of this character. The animosity between the
37Bangs, History, 139.
38Abbott, 35.
39Watters, 48-49, 50.
40On March 15, 1780, Asbury recorded in his journal, "In Somerset
[Delaware] they are using some of Bishop Warburton's Works against Mr.
Wesley and Mr. Whitefield... it is to be observed, bad as these people were, they
never persecuted us, as they have done at some other places; it cannot be for
our being falsely reported to be Tories, for in Somerset some of our greatest
enemies are of that stamp." JLFA, 1:340.
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friends of the revolution and the British was great; but that
between the friends and the enemies of the revolution--the
whigs and the tories�was greater.41
There was little Methodists could do to remove the stigma of "Toryism," and
as a result of their association with Wesley and the Church of England, they
were forced to suffer many hardships.
The problems Methodists faced in the Revolution were only
exacerbated by the fact that many itinerants were pacifists. At a time when
colonists were being drafted into state militia units and the Continental
Army, many Methodist preachers could not bring themselves to "bear
arms" for their country. As Benjamin Abbott recalled.
About this time, the government was drafting the militia to go
into the service of their coimtry: among others the lot fell on
me to go; but as I had the call to preach, I could not think of
going to fight; however I had to pay a sum ofmoney sufficient
to procure another man to go in my place.42
Not all itinerants refused to serve in the army, but many refused to fight.
When Jesse Lee was drafted into the North Carolina state militia, he was
jailed for refusing to be trained with a gun, because, he wrote, "I could not
kill a man with a good conscience. "43 However, upon his release, Lee
agreed to serve in non combative duty as a wagon-driver.44 The kind of
pacifism practiced by Benjamin Abbott and Jesse Lee only fueled suspicions
that the Methodists were agents of the crown. When William Watters
attended a fast-day service in 1775, he heard the parson proclaim that:
We were all in general, and the preachers in particular,
declared to be a set of Tories, under a cloak of religion. That the
41 Thomas Ware, Sketches of the Life and Travels of Rev. Thomas Ware
(New York: T. Mason and G. Lane, 1839), 33-34.
42Abbott, 45.
4 3 Jesse Lee, A Short History of the Methodists in the United States
(Baltimore: Magill and Clime, 1810), 372; Lee, Memoir, 26.
44Norwood, Story of American Methodism, 89.
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preachers were sent here by the Enghsh ministry to preach up
passive obedience and non-resistance.45
The brutahty of the war and the moral sensibilities of Freeborn Garrettson
prompted him to resolve that "I would have nothing to do with the unhappy
war: it was contrary to my mind, and grievious to my conscience, to have
any hand in shedding human blood. "46 Garrettson's pacifism, however,
landed him in jail, aroused more suspicion, and encouraged more
harassment.
Many Methodist preachers were arrested, imprisoned, fined, or
beaten during the Revolution, and many more were harassed or otherwise
prevented from fulfilling their duties as itinerants. Given the suspicions
held about the Methodists, it is not surprising that they were harassed
during the War for Independence. The "American" patriots harassed
every religious body which threatened the republican cause, including
Anglicans and the Pennsylvania Quakers; while the British punished those
religious bodies which openly supported the revolt, such as the
Presbyterians.47 The violence done to the Methodists, however, is
nonetheless disturbing. Methodist itinerant Philip Gatch was once tarred,
and on another occasion received painful injuries resulting from an "arm
twisting. "48 While delivering Francis Asbury's funeral sermon in 1816,
Ezekiel Cooper recalled, "in Dorchester [Maryland], Caleb Pedicord, was
whipped, and badly hurt, upon the public road; he carried his scars down to
45watters, 49.
46Nathan Bangs, The Life of the Rev. Freeborn Garrettson, 4th edition
(New York: Lane and Tippett, 1845), 43.
47 "British troops burned three Presbyterian churches in New York, two
in Connecticut, and five in New Jersey, including the church in Princeton
where John Witherspoon preached." Jon Butler, Awash in a Sea of Faith:
Christianizing the American People (Cambridge: Harvard University Press,
1990), 197-198, 207-208.
48l. C. Rudolph, Francis Asbury (Nashville: Abingdon, 1966), 34.
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the grave. "49 While traveling his preaching circuit in Maryland during the
summer of 1778, Freeborn Garrettson was accosted on the road and severely
beaten with a large stick. Later that year in Delaware, Garrettson barely
escaped from a public hanging, and by 1780 he had been arrested and
imprisoned. 50 On March 11, 1780, Asbury reflected on Garrettson's
imprisonment, writing, "all this shall work for good, and we will rejoice
that we are counted worthy to suffer for righteousness' sake. "51
The state administered oaths also occasioned hardships for the
Methodists. When a local magistrate demanded that Methodists take the
oath of allegiance at a quarterly meeting in 1777, many preachers felt they
could not do so without violating their consciences. 52 Since the Maryland
oath required a pledge ofmilitary support to the patriot cause, Francis
Asbury was forced to "retire" to the state ofDelaware, where his opposition
to violence was tolerated, at least by the form of the oath administered.
Asbury wrote, "from March 10, 1778, on conscientious principles I was a
non-juror, and could not preach in the state ofMaryland; and therefore
withdrew to the Delaware State. "53 Asbury stayed at the home of Judge
Thomas White of Kent county during his exile in Delaware until the spring
of 1780, a confinement of nearly two years. Asbury's journal during this
period indicates he spent much of his spare time reading, but that he
suffered many bouts of depression and anxiety. Three days after his
confinement began, Asbury wrote,
I was under some heaviness of mind. But it was no wonder:
three thousand miles from home~my friends have left me~I
49Cooper, Funeral Discourse, 87.
50 Bangs, Freeborn Garrettson, 66-68.
517LFA, 1:339.
52watters, 60-61.
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am considered by some as an enemy of the country�every day
hable to be seized by violence, and abused...Lord stand by
me!"54
Judge White, himself, was arrested in the spring of 1778 on suspicion of
being a Methodist, and although he was later released, his arrest prompted
Asbury to hide out temporarily in a swamp. On May 16, 1778, however,
Asbury conceded, "I am now resigned to my confinement. "55 Although
Asbury was able to preach and conduct class meetings during his self-
imposed confinement, he could not travel, and so he relied upon the
assistance of Freeborn Garrettson in 1779 to help manage Methodist
affairs.56 By the spring of 1780 Asbiiry was able to travel fi-eely, but he
confessed, "never was confinement in one State, Delaware, so trying to
me. "57
The harassment Methodists suffered during the War for
Independence became a catalyst for the development ofMethodist identity
and cohesion. The shared experiences of persecution forged a brotherhood
among the itinerants that lasted well into the nineteenth century.
Historian J. Theodore Hughes has concluded that "from the turmoil and
persecution that accompanied the revolution there came a stronger group
of Methodists. "58 And while Ezekiel Cooper described in great detail the
hardships and suffering brought about by the Revolution in his funeral
address for Francis Asbury, Cooper stressed that the persecution was for
54lbid., 1:263-264.
55lbid., 1:272.
5 6Freeborn Garrettson, American Methodist Pioneer: The Life and
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the sake of the Gospel, for "bleeding Zion. "59 The Revolution may have
caused temporary setbacks for Methodism, but in the long run it only aided
the Methodist mission in America.
In reality, Methodists varied in their opinions about the Revolution
and the republican ideas which lay behind it. Thomas Ware, who attended
the Christmas Conference of 1784, was wholly sympathetic to the patriot
cause, having improved his reading skills so that he could read and
understand the pamphlets written by republicans. While living with his
uncle in Salem, New Jersey, young Thomas Ware heard a speech delivered
by Patrick Henry:
I was young and ardent; and all my feelings were on the side of
America. I was delighted, therefore, to hear the bold and
unfaltering voice of the undaunted Henry raised in defiance of
the sovereign who was endeavoring to crush us, and of his
minions among us.60
In 1776, Ware joined the Continental Army.61 That same year, in 1776,
Francis Asbury delivered a sermon which denounced open revolt. 62 Yet, on
the very next page of his journal, Asbury concluded, "had [Wesley] been a
subject ofAmerica, no doubt he would have been as zealous an advocate of
the American cause. "63 Thomas Ware would later write of Asbury, "he
had a presentiment that it was the design of Providence that America
59Cooper, Funeral Discourse, 80-99.
60Ware, Sketches, 25.
61lbid., 26-29.
6 2Asbury preached from Isaiah 1:19-20: "If ye be willing and obedient,
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should be free. "64 Freeborn Garrettson summarized the Revolution this
way:
The clash of arms was a new thing in our country, especially
such powerful blows from an overgrown mother, who wanted
to keep her children under subjection in matters wherein they
thought they were capable of judging for themselves. 65
The greatest threat to Methodism during the Revolution, however, was not
the politics of republicanism, but the sentiments of southern Methodist
preachers who believed that "they were capable of judging for themselves"
whether or not to administer the ordinances.
The Revolutionary War had forced many Anglican ministers to
return to England, leaving huge pockets of Methodists and Anglicans
without the possibility of receiving the sacraments. According to Devereux
Jarratt, the absence of established clergy motivated lay preachers to ordain
one another and begin administering the sacraments on their own
authority.66 Some of these "lay preachers" were Methodists. The question
of the ordinances, as the Methodists called them, first arose in 1772, when
Robert Strawbridge and a majority of the preachers had requested that
Asbury allow Methodists to administer the ordinances of baptism and the
Lord's Supper. The 1773 Annual Conference settled the matter when a
majority of the preachers "in connection with Mr. Wesley" agreed not to
administer the ordinances, although Asbury noted in his journal that an
exception had been granted to Robert Strawbridge.67
The disruptions of the war once again brought up the issue of the
ordinances. In 1779, the southern preachers gathered at Broken Back
64Thomas Ware, "The Christmas Conference of 1784," The Methodist
Magazine and Quarterly Review 14 (1832): 102.
65Bangs, Freeborn Garrettson, 58-59.
66jarratt, Life of Jarratt, 111-112.
^^Minutes (1813), 5; JLFA, 1:60, 85.
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Church in Fluvanna County, Virginia decided to ordain one another and
begin administering the ordinances in their circuits. ^8 For a year, the
southern preachers and the northern preachers were divided, with little
hope of reconciliation. Thomas Ware believed that the restriction on the
ordinances had proved more damaging to Methodism than the war, and he
expressed bewilderment that Asbury had been unable to stop the southern
preachers from administering them. 69 William Watters, on the other
hand, was more concerned about the division than about whether or not
Methodist preachers should administer the ordinances. 70 In May of 1780,
Francis Asbury, Freeborn Garrettson, and William Watters met with the
southern preachers in Baltimore to iron out their differences. "They wept
like children," Asbury wrote after the first day of the conference, "but they
kept their opinions. "71 On the following day, however, the southern
preachers agreed to suspend the ordinances for a year and wait on
instructions from John Wesley.72
The "Sacramental Controversy," as it has been called by historians,
reveals a Methodism at odds with itself at the close of the American
Revolution. Methodists were struggling to fill the vacuum left by the
Anglican clergy, but the demand for the ordinances proved too strong to
resist. In order to address these pragmatic concerns, Methodists were
forced to chose between the needs of the people and the authority of John
Wesley and his sole-remaining missionary in America, Francis Asbury.
The relationship of the preachers to Asbury and Wesley needed to be more
68Norwood, Story of American Methodism, 91-92.
69ware, Sketches, 104-105, 110-111.
70watters, 79.
T^JLFA, 1:350.
72watters, 80-81.
clearly defined. Were the American preachers really obliged to submit to
Wesley's authority, or were they fi-ee to make their own decisions? While
the Christmas Conference would settle some of these issues, others would
have to be hammered out in the years that followed.
5 3
CHAPTER 4
POWER, POWER!
On October 19, 1781, American and French troops under the
command of General George Washington secured the surrender of Lord
Cornwallis and seven-thousand British troops at Yorktown, Virginia.
Although the peace treaties were not signed until September 3, 1783, the
Revolutionary War had ended, and the republican cause had emerged
victorious.! When news of the provincial treaty reached Francis Asbury in
1783, he recorded in his journal, "it may cause great changes to take place
amongst us; some for the better, and some for the worse. "^ For the most
part, Methodists had been ambivalent about the Revolution. On the one
hand, the war had caused numerous hardships for Methodists, but on the
other hand it promised greater religious freedom. Methodists celebrated
the end of the war mostly because it meant more freedom to travel, less
harassment, and greater receptivity to the Gospel. In short, peace afforded
greater opportunities to "spread Scriptural holiness over these lands."
The tensions within Methodism that had surfaced during the war,
however, needed to be resolved. Would the Methodist societies in America
remain officially connected to the Church of England, despite the outcome
of the war? Would Methodist preachers be allowed to administer the
ordinances? And would Methodism's young itinerants continue to function
"in connexion with the Reverend Mr. John Wesley?" Regardless of what
the American Methodists thought, Wesley had become convinced that the
new political realities in America required some changes to the Methodist
societies. While there were many reasons for making the Methodist
'Blum, ed.. National Experience, 118-120.
^JLFA, 1:440.
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societies into an independent church, Wesley desired, most of all, to keep
them free from entanglements to the Church of England and the English
government. 3 In the fall of 1784, Wesley ordained Thomas Coke
superintendent and Richard Whatcoat and Thomas Vasey elders "over our
brethren in America." Wesley sent them to the newly formed United States
with twenty-six "Articles of Religion," a Sunday Service, a letter to the
American preachers, and ordination certificates for Coke, Whatcoat, and
Vasey.4 In his letter to "Our Brethren in America," Wesley wrote,
They are now at full liberty, simply to follow the Scriptures and
the primitive church. And we judge it best that they should
stand fast in that liberty wherewith God has so strangely made
them free. 5
American Methodists had officially separated fi'om the Church of England,
not by a vote in the annual conferences, but by the hand of their "Father in
the Gospel," John Wesley.
Thomas Coke, Richard Whatcoat, and Thomas Vasey arrived in New
York on November 3, 1784. Wesley's ministers then made their way to
Philadelphia where they seem to have parted company. On November 14,
Coke and Whatcoat attended a quarterly-meeting held at Barratt's Chapel
in Maryland where Coke administered the Lord's Supper. Francis Asbury,
who also happened to attend this quarterly-meeting, was "greatly
surprised" by the sudden turn of events.6 His journal reads.
^Wesley, Works, 13:251-252. Wesley had considered the question of
separation from the Church of England for many years, and his writings on
this subject have been analyzed by various historians. What is important in
the move from "society" to "church" among the American Methodists is that it
was initiated by Wesley, without the deliberation or consent of the American
preachers, including Francis Asbury.
^Norwood, Story of American Methodism, 98.
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^Bucke, ed.. History of American Methodism, 1:206-210.
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Having had no opportunity of conversing with them before
pubhc worship, I was greatly surprised to see brother
Whatcoat assist by taking the cup in the administration of the
sacrament. I was shocked when first informed of the intention
of these my brethren in coming to this country: it may be of
God.7
Asbury had itinerated in America for over a decade, and he knew that the
consent of the American preachers must be obtained before any significant
changes, such as the ones initiated by Wesley and brought over by Coke,
Whatcoat, and Vasey, could be put into effect. ^ After discussing the
desirability of a general conference with Coke and the preachers assembled
at Barratt's Chapel, Asbury dispatched Freeborn Garrettson to inform all
the Methodist preachers in America of a conference to be held in Baltimore
at Christmas. Garrettson's speed was impressive, as Garrettson himself
noted, "My dear Master enabled me to ride about twelve hundred miles in
about six weeks.
Historian Frederick Norwood has called the Christmas Conference
"a meeting of vigorous young men" who, despite their youth, were acutely
aware of how foreign their new church government was to America. lO
Thomas Ware was one of those "vigorous young men" at the Christmas
Conference, and in 1832 he reminded readers of the Methodist Magazine
that the fact "that our ecclesiastical polity and discipline would not be
formed upon the model of our civil institutions, or of other churches, did not
escape us."ll Since the "episcopal" nature of the superintendency was
apparent to the Methodists assembled in Baltimore, it is not surprising that
John Dickens's proposal for a name, the Methodist Episcopal Church, was
^JLFA, 1:471
^Andrews, 82.
^Bangs, Freeborn Garrettson, 146.
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approved without a single dissenting vote. 12 Thomas Ware recalled the
general unity which prevailed during the Christmas Conference, writing,
There was not, I verily believe, on the conference floor or in
private, an unkind word spoken, or an unbrotherly emotion
felt. Christian love predominated, and under its influence we
kindly thought and sweetly spake the same. 13
The unanimous support for a church government which was thoroughly
episcopal may stem, in part, from the fact that the episcopacy would be
elected and not appointed. As the 1785 Minutes explained.
Therefore, at this conference we formed ourselves into an
Independent Church: and following the counsel of Mr. John
Wesley, who recommended the Episcopal mode of church
government, we thought it best to become an Episcopal church,
making the Episcopal office elective, and the elected
superintendent or bishop, amenable to the body of ministers
and preachers. 14
Making the episcopal offices elected positions, by a majority vote of the
travelling connection, ensured the proper "check" against an unhealthy
concentration of power. Despite this provision, however, the Methodist
Episcopal Church was far from a representative democracy.
The Christmas Conference also solved some of the tensions within
Methodism that had surfaced during the war. Methodist preachers could
now baptize and administer the Lord's Supper, and the Methodist chapels
which were springing up across the United States, could now rightly be
called churches. Although Anglican rectors appealed to Coke and Asbury
to remain connected to the Church of England, the Methodist
superintendents refused. l^ The Methodists in America were no longer
12lbid., 98.
13lbid., 97.
Minutes (1813), 51.
l^Two bishops from the Protestant Episcopal Church approached
Thomas Coke in 1791 about a "reunion" of the two churches, and while Coke
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Anglicans. Devereux Jarratt, himself an Anglican rector and a longtime
supporter of Methodist societies and practices, concluded that the
Methodists had
...embraced a new faith, and it shewed itself by their works, for
from that memorable period, old things were done away, their
old mother, to whom they had avowed so much duty and
fidelity, was discarded, and violently opposed [italics
original]. 16
The Methodist Episcopal Church was, in fact, the first independent church
to be organized in the United States, and its separation from the Church of
England helped soften its "Tory" image.
Whether or not American Methodism had complete autonomy from
John Wesley and British Methodism, however, remained unclear.
Although Asbury was "greatly surprised" by Wesley's ordination of Coke,
Coke must have been equally surprised by Asbury's insistence upon calling
a general conference to debate and vote on Wesley's plan. In a letter to
Jasper Winscom dated August 15, 1788, Asbury revealed his private
thoughts on "the Methodist connexion,"
I write you as my confidential friend: my real sentiments are
union but no subordination, connexion but no subjection. I am
sure no man or number of men in England can direct either
the head or the body here unless he or they should possess
divine powers, be omnipotent, omniscient, and omnipresent. 17
Apparently, as long as Wesley and the British Methodists did not attempt to
violate American autonomy, a union would be tolerated. While this
sentiment might be expected from the American-born preachers, it is
particularly telling coming from the pen of Francis Asbury.
was sympathetic to the idea, it came to nothing. Norwood, Story of American
Methodism, 120-122.
16Jarratt, Life of Jarratt, 119.
^'^JLFA, 3:63.
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Problems over Wesley's authority finally came to a head in 1787 when
Coke, under Wesley's direction, altered the time and place of an annual
conference. Wesley had instructed Coke in 1786 to appoint a general
conference in Baltimore on May 1, 1787, so that Richard Whatcoat could be
installed as joint-superintendent. Accordingly, Coke moved the conference
from July 24th in Abingdon to May 1st in Baltimore, and he informed the
American preachers of Whatcoat's "appointment." Wesley's actions,
however, gave "serious offence" to the American itinerants. As James
O'Kelly fumed in a letter dated April, 1787,
Mr. Wesley, whom he foreknew, him hath he predestinated,
called and chosen without any further approbation...away to
thy tents dear American preachers...you've no lot in the
matter. 19
The reaction of the American preachers was excessive, but understandable.
They voted down Whatcoat's nomination, in part because they did not
believe Whatcoat was qualified for the office of superintendent, but also
because they feared Wesley might use Whatcoat's appointment to recall
Asbury back to England.^o In spite of Coke's protests, the conference not
only disobeyed Wesley's instructions, negating Whatcoat's appointment, but
they also rescinded the pledge from the 1785 Discipline which stated.
During the Life of the Rev. Mr. Wesley, we acknowledge
ourselves his Sons in the Gospel, ready in Matters belonging to
Church-Government, to obey his commands.^i
Although the Minutes for 1787 do not mention the removal of this "rule of
submission," they do contain an alteration under the question, "Who are the
18john J. Tigert, A Constitutional History of American Episcopal
Methodism (Nashville: Methodist Episcopal Church, South, 1894), 226; Ware,
Sketches, 129.
^^JLFA, 3:52.
20Tigert, 228.
21 Quoted in Bucke, ed.. History of American Methodism, 1:226
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Superintendents of our church for the United States?" After Coke's name,
the conference inserted the phrase, "when present in the States. "22
Apparently, the American preachers did not want any more "surprises"
from England.
Even Asbury realized the gravity of the situation, conceding to a
friend in 1788 that.
For our old, old Daddy to appoint conferences when and where
he was pleased, to appoint a joint-superintendent with me,
were strokes of power we did not understand.23
The American preachers had grown accustomed to Asbury's method of
consulting, debating, and voting on particular issues, and they would not
tolerate Wesley's authoritarian manner of making decisions, which struck
many as bordering on the tyrannical. 24 Interestingly, when the conference
debated whether or not they would rescind the "rule of submission," Asbury
said nothing in Wesley's defense. In truth, Asbury "never approved of the
binding minute," but he was forced into neutrality on the issue, so that he
did not offend either Wesley or the American preachers. "At the first
general conference I was mute and modest when it passed," Asbury later
explained, so "I was mute when it was expunged."25 Asbury biographer
L. C. Rudolph, however, has pointed out that even though the preachers
proposed it, Asbury would have been the one to expunge Wesley's name
from the Minutes. 26 Regardless of Asbury's motives or sentiments, one
thing was clear: the American preachers would no longer tolerate
interference from their "Father in the Gospel," John Wesley.
^^Minutes (1813), 62.
^^JLFA, 3:63.
24Ware, Sketches, 130-131.
^^JLFA, 2:106.
26Rudolph, 60.
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It did not take long for the "serious offence" to be forgiven. In 1789,
the annual conference(s) voted to include Wesley's name once again in the
Minutes, although the conference modified the section on the episcopacy in
order to clarify who could make decisions for American Methodism.
Instead of one question concerning the episcopacy, there were now two:
Quest. 1. Who are the Persons that exercise the Episcopal
office in the Methodist Church in Europe and America?
Ans. John Wesley, Thomas Coke, Francis Asbury.
Quest. 2. Who have been elected by the unanimous suffrages
of the General Conference, to superintend the Methodist
connexion in America?
Ans. Thomas Coke, Francis Asbury.27
After 1790, however, Wesley's name disappeared from the Minutes
forever. 28 Wesley, himself, became outraged over Asbury's substitution of
"Bishop" for "Superintendent" in the 1788 Minutes. Wesley chided Asbury,
How can you, how dare you suffer yourself to be called Bishop?
I shudder, I start at the very thought! Men may call me a
knave or a fool, a rascal, a scoundrel, and I am content; but
they shall never by my consent call me Bishop!29
Upon receiving this letter from Wesley, Asbury recorded in his journal,
"Here I received a bitter pill from one ofmy greatest friends [italics
original]. "30 Wesley's letter seems to have motivated Asbury to keep the
title, "Bishop," out of the Minutes until the General Conference of 1800
elected Richard Whatcoat to the episcopal office, and it may have served as a
reminder for Asbury that Methodists were a humble people.
The astonishing growth of American Methodism between 1784 and
1790 and the administrative responsibilities which accompanied that
growth were taking their toll on Francis Asbury. While the U.S. population
^'^Minutes (1813), 77.
28Tigert, 241-242.
^'^JLFA, 3:65.
30ibid., 1:594.
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only grew 22.9% between 1784 and 1790, the niimber ofMethodists exploded
385.4% during that same period.31 And, while Asbury only had to attend
two or three sessions of the annual conference in 1787, he was traveling to
seventeen different sessions of the annual conference in 1792, enough to
exhaust even the most vigorous young itinerants, let alone a frail bishop
like Asbury.32 Apart from tiring the bishop, the annual conferences were
also endangering Methodism itself. The various individual sessions
threatened to fracture the church along regional lines, and they often held
the church hostage by a dubious requirement of unanimous consent
(among all of the sessions) to pass legislation. As Frederick Norwood has
pointed out, "the situation was roughly analogous to that of the American
government under the Articles of Confederation, in which the national
authority was submerged under thirteen states' rights. "33 In order to stem
the growing burdens of the episcopacy and keep the Methodist Episcopal
Church centralized, Asbury developed a plan for a Council which would
assume some of the responsibilities and decision-making of the annual
conference. Asbiu*y's plan was approved by the eleven conferences of 1789,
and the first Council convened in Baltimore on December 1, 1789.34
Composed of the bishops and presiding elders, the Council claimed
"authority to mature every thing they shall judge expedient. "35 Although
the preachers had overwhelmingly approved Asbury's plan for the council.
3 i Andrews, 89.
32Rudolph, 61.
33Bucke, ed.. History of American Methodism, 1:428-429.
34lbid., 429-430.
35lbid., 429.
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many feared privately that it would concentrate too much power in the
episcopacy.36
By the time the Council convened for its second session, on December
1, 1790, it had become a pohtical nightmare for Asbury. On January 12 of
that year, Asbury noted in his journal,
I received a letter from the presiding elder of this district
[Brunswick, Virginia], James O'Kelly; he makes heavy
complaints ofmy power and bids me stop for one year, or he
must use his influence against me. Power! power! there is not
a vote given in a conference in which the presiding elder has
not greatly the advantage ofme. 37
The furor over the Council, however, only intensified as the second session
approached. Ezekiel Cooper warned the bishop on August 14, "I confess my
mind is uneasy at seeing any thing so irritating among the brethren as this
matter appears to be. "38 To make matters worse, when the Council
convened on December 1, it claimed a new power: "they unanimously
consider themselves invested with full power to act decisively in all
temporal matters [italics original]. "39 Not only had the Council become a
self-perpetuating arm of the episcopacy, but it had also started to usurp
some of the legislative powers which belonged to the annual conference.
Jesse Lee, a Methodist itinerant who would later become chaplain of
both houses of Congress, submitted a letter of protest to the first session of
the Council in 1789, making him one of the first preachers to oppose
Asbury's plan openly. Lee's intentions, however, were misinterpreted, and
3 6 James M. Buckley, Constitutional and Parliamentary History of the
Methodist Episcopal Church (New York: Methodist Book Concern, 1912), 60.
^IJLFA, 1:620.
3 8Ezekiel Cooper, Beams of Light on Early American Methodism in
America, compiled by George A. Phoebus (New York: Phillips and Hunt, 1887),
118.
39Buckley, 61.
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Lee was asked by the Council to leave the Methodist Episcopal Church .40
When the Council gathered for its second session in 1790, however, the
opposition had become overwhelming. Thomas Ware boldly challenged
Asbury's plan, insisting that the Council concentrated too much power in
the episcopacy,
I had ventured to say, if there must be a council to consist of
bishops and presiding elders, the latter should be chosen, not
by the bishops, but by the conferences, and every thing done in
council should be by a simple majority .41
Although Bishop Asbury gave Ware "some severe rebukes," he appointed
Ware a presiding elder in North Carolina. Asbury also reinstated Jesse
Lee, ordaining him a deacon and then a presiding elder over New
England.42 James O'Kelly, who opposed the Council in order to curtail
Asbury's power, finally appealed to Bishop Coke in 1791. Amazingly, Coke
pledged to support O'Kelly and the plan for a general conference,
Methodism is gone. But remember when we meet together and
overthrow the new institution [the Council]...we will contend
for a Republican government. Give me thy hand�fear not; I
am a friend to America.43
Jesse Lee, James O'Kelly, and Thomas Coke each opposed the Council for
different reasons, but they all agreed that a "General Conference" of the
traveling connection was a better solution to the administrative problems
Methodism faced. In February of 1791, Coke persuaded Asbury to abandon
the idea of a Council and call for a general conference. Of their
conversation, Asbury wrote, "I felt perfectly calm, and acceded to a general
conference, for the sake of peace. "44 Subsequently, Methodist preachers
40Bucke, ed., History of American Methodism, 1:431.
41Ware, Sketches, 181 182.
42ibid., 182; Minutes (1813), 91.
'^^JLFA, 3:99.
44ibid., 1:668.
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were informed of a general conference to be held in Baltimore on November
1, 1792.
American Methodism faced its most serious challenges during the
last decade of the eighteenth century. While membership in Methodist
societies had quadrupled in the six years between the Christmas
Conference of 1784 and the second session of the Council in 1790, the
Methodist Episcopal Church simply did not have the administrative
resources to manage the growth. The 1787 Annual Conference had revoked
the "rule of submission" to John Wesley, and it had restricted Thomas
Coke's episcopal powers to when the bishop was present in the United
States. However, Coke was rarely in America, spending most of his time
either in England or on missionary trips, and John Wesley was dead,
having "died in his own house in London, in the eighty-eighth year of his
age, after preaching the Gospel sixty-four years. "45 With Wesley gone. Coke
absent, and the Council a dismal failure, Asbury was forced to shoulder the
burdens of leadership alone.
To complicate matters, the older Methodist circuits along the Mid-
Atlantic, such as those around Baltimore and Philadelphia, had become
very powerful while the newer circuits, such as those along the Western
frontier, were "under-represented" and disenfranchised. The disparity
threatened Methodist unity. American Methodism was also being rocked
by calls for greater representation in the conferences and less power in the
episcopacy. James O'Kelly wanted to check the bishops' power of
appointment, and when he failed to convince the 1792 General Conference
to do so, he led the first major schism from the Methodist Episcopal
45Wesley died on March 2, 1791, although Asbury and Coke would not
learn of the news until April 29. JLFA, 1:673
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Church. The problems of leadership, the annual conference system, and
the powers of the episcopacy all surfaced during the 1792 General
Conference, making the Conference a watershed in the development of the
Methodist Episcopal Church.
James O'Kelly, along with Thomas Coke and Jesse Lee, behoved that
a general conference provided a better solution to Methodism's
administrative problems than Asbury's plan for a council of bishops and
presiding elders. And although Methodists and Methodist historians have
been reluctant to identify James O'Kelly as one of their own, he is, without a
doubt, one of the key figures in the development of early American
Methodism.46 In 1779, the Minutes hst James O'Kelly as one of the
"assistants" stationed in New Hope, North Carolina.47 Francis Asbury
happened to pass through North Carolina in 1780, recording his initial
impressions of the young preacher.
Here James O'Kelly met me; he spoke, and appeared to be a
warm-hearted, good man; but he was troubled with the people
about these times.48
In 1784, O'Kelly was ordained an elder over southeastern Virginia, a
position he held until he "withdrew from the connection" in 1792.49 O'Kelly
seems to have enjoyed a good deal of popularity among the Virginians he
served, which may have encouraged him to publish his own thoughts on
the episcopacy and related issues sometime in 1790. Devereux Jarratt, who
served as an Anglican rector in the same part ofVirginia as O'Kelly, wrote
to John Coleman on April 5, 1790,
4oFrederick A. Norwood, "James O'Kelly: Methodist Maverick," Methodist
History 4 (April 1966): 14
^^Minutes (1813), 21.
"^^JLFA, 1:364-365.
"^^Minutes (1813), 53-54, 124.
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Great strifes and contentions have pervaded the societies, about
hberation...Father CKehy has lately published an essay on the
subject. ..but it is a jumbled spot ofwork.^o
The "strifes and contentions" reported by Jarratt were the tensions over
Asbury's Council, which O'Kelly vehemently opposed. Fearing the Council
would concentrate too much power in the episcopacy, O'Kelly refused to
attend the second session of the Council, and he launched an organized
campaign to disband it. When William McKendree, a preacher in O'Kelly's
district, met Bishop Asbury in 1791, he expressed astonishment "at the
Bishop's sweet simplicity and uncommon familiarity. "^i O'Kelly's
influence among the Virginia preachers was taking its toll on Methodist
unity. Historian Frederick Norwood has described James O'Kelly this way.
He was an accomplished trouble-maker, a thorn in Asbury's
flesh, a disrupter of conventions, an inept administrator, a
superficial thinker, an ambitious and proud pusher, a divisive
spirit, and a monumental failure. And yet he should be
regarded as one of the key figures in the formation of the
Methodist Episcopal Church. 52
As the time for the 1792 General Conference approached, the
hostilities and pressures only increased. Ezekiel Cooper warned Bishop
Coke on August 11, 1791,
I have forebodings in my mind relative to our General
Conference, and could wish it was at hand, or over, for the
minds ofmany are in agitation. What may be the end God only
knows, but I fear that other principles are at work beside those
singly to God's glory. 53
A few months before the Conference, Cooper again mused, "I fear some
unfortunate end will come upon us before we get duly settled one way or the
5^JLFA, 3:82.
51Quoted in Norwood, "James O'Kelly," 16.
52lbid., 14.
53Cooper, Beams, 138.
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other. "54 Was Cooper aware of O'Kelly's leanings? Did he suspect a split
would occur? Whatever motivated Cooper's concern, his sense of dread was
not unfounded.
The first General Conference of the Methodist Episcopal Church
convened on November 1, 1792 in Baltimore. On the second day of the
conference, James O'Kelly made this historic proposal:
After the bishop appoints the preachers at conference to their
several circuits, if any one thinks himself injured by the
appointment, he shall have liberty to appeal to the conference
and state his objections; and if the conference approve his
objections, the bishop shall appoint him to another circuit.55
What had started out as an effort to replace Asbury's Council with a
representative conference had now turned into a debate over the appointive
power of the episcopacy.56 Realizing that he was the focus of O'Kelly's
proposal, Asbury retired from the conference floor and allowed Bishop Coke
to preside over the debate. On November 8, ill with a fever, Asbury wrote the
conference.
Let my absence give you no pain~Dr. Coke presides. I am
happily excused from assisting to make laws by which myself
am to be governed; I have only to obey and execute. I am happy
in the consideration that I never stationed a preacher through
enmity, or as a punishment. I have acted for the glory of God,
the good of the people, and to promote the usefulness of the
preachers...! am one, ye are many. ! am as willing to serve you
as ever. ! want not to sit in any man's way. ! scorn to solicit
votes. I am a very trembling, poor creature to hear praise or
dispraise. Speak your minds freely, but remember, you are
only making laws for the present time.57
Asbury's letter was brilliant. !t was kind and unpretentious, and it
highlighted the differences between the humble bishop and the ambitious
54ibid., 129.
55Lee, Short History, 178.
56Norwood, "James O'Kelly," 17.
^IJLFA, 3:112-113.
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elder. 58 Those who initially supported O'Kelly's proposal, men like Richard
Ivey, Hope Hull, Richard Swift, Freeborn Garrettson, and William
McKendree, suggested that to deny the preachers such an appeal was to
condemn them to a type of slavery.59 Those who opposed it suggested that
O'Kelly's proposal was simply unworkable. The debate itself lasted three
days, although by the third day, O'Kelly's supporters had resorted "to
personal attacks and emotional displays. "60 As Thomas Ware later
recalled, "For myself, at first I did not see any thing objectionable to
[O'Kelly's proposal] . But when it came to be debated, I very much disliked
the spirit of those who advocated it."6i When it came to a vote, O'Kelly's
proposal was defeated.
Unwilling to submit to the majority decision, James O'Kelly walked
out of the conference, taking with him Rice Haggard, William McKendree,
John Allen, and John Robertson.62 As Jesse Lee remarked to another
conference member,
I stood and looked after them as they went off, and observed to
one of the preachers, that I was sorry to see the old man go off
in that way, for I was persuaded he would not be quiet long; but
he would try to be the head of some party.63
Although O'Kelly made two attempts to reconcile with Asbury, the first
sometime after the conference in 1792 and the second on August 2, 1793, he
nevertheless led an exodus out of the Methodist Episcopal Church,
fracturing American Methodism and forming a separate church.64
5 8Rudolph, 64.
59Buckley, 71; Ware, Sketches, 221.
60Norwood, "James O'Kelly," 17.
61Ware, Sketches, 219.
62Norwood, "James O'Kelly," 18.
6 3 Lee, Short History, 178.
64Norwood, "James O'Kelly," 18-19.
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Following the defeat of O'Kelly's proposal, the conference turned its
attention to a revision of the Discipline and the establishment of a new
government. 65 The result was the birth of the quadrennial General
Conference, which became the supreme legislative body of the Methodist
Episcopal Church, invested with the power to enact or alter any rules
whatsoever and the power to elect the episcopacy. The General Conference
of 1792 also established the office of "presiding elder," which was to be an
appointed office of the episcopacy.66 Although the General Conference
could have legislated anything, it chose not curtail the powers of the
episcopacy, which at that time was embodied in one man, Francis
Asbury. 67 In typical fashion, Asbury recorded only, "the conference ended
in peace, after voting another general conference to be held four years
hence. "68
The 1792 General Conference, however, sparked something of a
"religious war" among the Methodists in Virginia. The Methodists who
sympathized with James O'Kelly organized themselves under the name
Republican Methodist Church, and they ripped apart numerous Methodist
congregations throughout Virginia. As William Watters lamented.
None can so effectually hurt the Methodists as the Methodists.
The more I know of Methodism, the more I am confirmed in
the correctness of the observation.69
The losses suffered by the Methodist Episcopal Church were considerable.
By the time the second General Conference convened in 1796, the schism led
by James O'Kelly had claimed 13% of all Methodists "in society. "70 These
65Bucke, ed., History of American Methodism, 1:438.
66Buckley, 68-69
67Norwood, "Crisis," 199.
^^JLFA, 1:735.
69Walters, 81-82.
70see Appendix: Methodist Growth (1773-1810).
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were sobering numbers for a religious body which had enjoyed consistent
growth from its inception. Historian Russell Richey, however, has pointed
out that "[O'Kelly] spoke for many early Methodists. His cause had
considerably more appeal than the numbers which rallied to his banner
would suggest. "71 If Richey is correct, then the Methodist Episcopal
Church lost more than simply membership; it lost some of its identity. The
O'Kelly Schism affected Methodist growth until 1801, when the Methodist
Episcopal Church recovered its losses, finally surpassing the numbers for
the year 1793.72
The O'Kelly Schism also launched a pamphlet war which continued
into the nineteenth century. It began with The Author's Apology for
Protesting Against the Methodist Episcopal Government, a supposed
"anonymous" work actually written by James O'Kelly which traced
Asbury's quest for power from the Fluvanna Conference of 1779 to the
General Conference of 1792.73 O'Kelly employed a pseudo-biblical style,
using such phrases as "behold" and "it came to pass in those days," and he
referred to individuals by their first names, calling Bishops Asbury and
Coke "Francis" and "Thomas." The work was more a personal attack
against Francis Asbury than it was a polemic against the evils of the
episcopacy.
On the positive side, the Author's Apology connected republican ideas,
such as "liberty and t5rranny" and "checks and balances," with biblical
themes in such a way that republican principles were ideologically
"baptized." As Russell Richey has argued, "[O'Kelly] was struggling to
71Richey, Early American Methodism, 88.
72john A. Smith, "How Methodism Became a National Church in the
United States," Methodist History 20 (Oct. 1981): 23.
73 [James O'Kelly], The Author's Apology for Protesting Against the
Methodist Episcopal Government (Richmond: John Dixon, 1798).
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bring together Christian theology and the ideology of the Revolution. "74 The
marriage of republican ideas and Christian doctrine is evident from the
"Advertisement" at the beginning of the work:
If Christians are free citizens of Zion, they should prize those
liberties, seeing they were purchased with the precious blood of
Christ. 75
Here, O'Kelly summarized the essence of his theology, which linked "the
Christian doctrine of freedom from sin with the political doctrine of
democracy. "76 Biblical Christians, according to O'Kelly, did not submit to
any authority other than Christ, himself.
Since O'Kelly believed that biblical Christianity governed itself by
republican principles, he concluded that Methodism had become unfaithful
to its Apostolic roots by replacing the biblically-sanctioned form of church
government with a human-conceived episcopacy. According to O'Kelly,
Methodism was episcopal, because Methodism was English:
Ah, Francis was born and nurtured in the land of the kings
and bishops, and that which is bred in the bone is hard to be got
out of the flesh.77
Unlike episcopal Methodism, O'Kelly was convinced that his brand of
Methodism had successfully modeled itself after the New Testament
Church. As O'Kelly reported, "we were much delighted to find that the true
hierarchy, or primitive church government, which came from heaven, was
a republic [italics original]. "78 When the Methodist preachers loyal to
James O'Kelly gathered in Virginia to formally separate from the
Methodist Episcopal Church, they took the name Repubhcan Methodist
74Richey, Early American Methodism, 89.
75 [O'Kelly], Author's Apology, 4.
76Norwood, "James O'Kelly," 20.
77[0'Kelly], Author's Apology, 21.
78lbid., 51.
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Church. Referring to themselves simply as "Christians," the O'Kellyites
leveled the various clerical offices, making them equal in both status and
ecclesiastical power, and they gave more rights and greater representation
to the laity.79 On the formation of the Republican Methodist Church,
O'Kelly wrote.
We formed our ministers on an equality; gave the lay-members
a balsmce of power in the legislature; and left the executive
business in the church collectively. 80
The publication of The Author's Apology seems to have infuriated
Francis Asbury. On July 1, 1798, the bishop fumed in his journal,
Mr. O'Kelly hath now published to the world what he hath been
telling to his disciples for years. Mr. Hammett was moderate;
Glendenning not very severe; but James hath turned the butt-
end of his whip; and is unanswerably abusive: the Lord judge
between usl^i
Although Asbury started his own reply to O'Kelly's pamphlet, the work was
completed by Nicholas Snethen. In 1800, Snethen published A Reply to an
Apology for Protesting Against the Methodist Episcopal Government, in
which he refuted O'Kelly's accusations against Asbury and pleaded for
unity among all Methodists. 82 O'Kelly responded a year later with A
Vindication of the Author's Apology with Reflections on the Reply, a
somewhat incoherent work in which O'Kelly contended "for Bible
government. Christian equality, and the Christian name," and in which he
commented on the 1798 annotated Disciplined^ Snethen had the final word
in this pamphlet war, publishing Atz Answer to James O'Kelly's
79Norwood, "James O'Kelly," 18-19.
80[O'Kelly], Author's Apology, 47.
d^JLFA, 2:163.
82Norwood, Story of American Methodism, 128-129.
83james O'Kelly, A Vindication of the Author's Apology, with Reflections
on the Reply, and a Few Remarks on Bishop Asbury's Annotations on His Book
of Discipline (Raleigh: Joseph Gales, 1801), 62.
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Vindication of his Apology in 1802.84 Despite Snethen's efforts, Asbury
remained discontent with the whole affair. In 1803, Asbury wrote George
Roberts,
If it was to do again; I would have Snethen's answers to Mr.
O'Kelly given away. I would pay the money out ofmy own
pocket. The General Conference has made no law against
giving away. 85
Asbury's letter to Roberts may indicate that O'Kelly's accusations were
believed, or at least known, by a wider circle than O'Kelly's followers.
Apparently, Asbury deeply regretted the damage done to his reputation and
the way in which the matter was handled by the Methodist Episcopal
Church. 86
One of the most disturbing, and lasting, effects of the O'Kelly Schism
was the way it "soured" Francis Asbury.87 Asbury's journal and letters
contain numerous references to James O'Kelly and the schism, many of
which were recorded in the nineteenth century, and some in last year of
Asbury's life. In may ways, the references to O'Kelly and the schism stand
out more than the reports of revivals, "victory," or times of blessing.88 The
effect of the O'Kelly schism upon Asbury may have been complicated by
bishop's declining health. On several occasions in 1799, Asbury recorded
his desire to resign from the episcopacy. 89 The election of Richard
Whatcoat to the episcopacy at the General Conference of 1800 seems to have
84Norwood, Story of American Methodism, 129.
d^JLFA, 3:258.
860n April 2, 1800, Asbury wrote in his journal, "It is astonishing to
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87Bucke, ed.. History of American Methodism, 451-452.
88Norwood, "James O'Kelly," 27; See also JLFA, 1:736, 752; 2:12, 13, 142;
3:119, 174. On May 2, 1798, after presiding over a conference in Baltimore,
Asbury wrote, "I was. ..never was wounded in so deep a manner. It was as much
as I could bear. I cannot stand such strokes." JLFA, 2:159.
d^JLFA, 2:196, 203.
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lifted Asbury's spirits; the two often rode together to various conferences,
quarterly meetings, and love feasts. But the O'Kelly Schism left its mark.
When Asbury delivered his episcopal address to the General Conference of
1816, he devoted nearly 20% of it to James O'Kelly.90 While the Methodist
Episcopal Church had resisted republican notions about government,
republicanism, nevertheless, had taken its toll.
907LFA. 3:534ff.
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CHAPTER 5
CITIZENS OF ZION
Republicanism affected nearly every aspect of eighteenth-century
America, transforming it from the organically connected, hierarchically
structured, and gentry dominated society of George Washington's youth
into the market-driven, individualistic society of Thomas Jefferson's
presidency. As a set of ideas, republicanism had become the political and
social "orthodoxy" of the new nation. Not surprising, some of the most vocal
republicans were also Protestant clergymen, many of whom belonged to the
Standing Order of New England. Presbyterian minister John Witherspoon
and Congregationalist minister Ezra Stiles actively supported the
movement for political independence, although both men belonged to
denominations that had enjoyed decades of religious autonomy, and in
some instances, the official sanction of the colonial government(s). Such
autonomy engendered little patience for the meddling hand of the British
Parliament.
Some of the Calvinist clergy of New England actually incorporated
republican ideas into their religious ideologies, producing a unique form of
republican Protestantism. A large number of Presbyterian and
Congregationalist clergy insisted that America, as a political and social
republic, had become the center of redemptive history. ^ Some even
developed a "republican eschatology" which linked the republican cause in
America with the biblical concept of the millennium and which interpreted
the War for Independence in cosmic terms. 2 As Nathan Hatch has pointed
1 Hatch, Sacred Cause of Liberty, 156.
2lbid., 148.
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out, "republican values certainly colored clerical thinking without
theological distinction. "^
Many Calvinists, members of the Standing Order of New England,
Presbyterians, and Congregationalists, among others, adopted republican
language and ideas.4 But what relationship did early American
Methodists have with the republicanism of the founding period? Did they
incorporate republican ideas into their theology or republican principles
into their polity and discipline? Unlike many Protestants, the Methodists of
the early Republic clearly refused to associate the redemptive action of God
with political realities in America.^ Methodists preferred to speak of Zion,
not America, as the center of God's salvific activity. But according to
Russell Richey, Zion was a loaded term: "Zion was place; it was people; it
was polity; it was redemptive history. Although Methodists usually
equated Zion with the Universal Church and the activity of God, they
frequently equated Zion with Methodism, itself.^ One Methodist promised
another in 1796, "I pray for the prosperity of Zion in your city�may
Philadelphia indeed become a city eminent for peace !"8 And in a letter to
Nelson Reed dated January 1, 1792, Francis Asbury wrote,
I feel myself uncommonly moved to believe the Lord will give
peace to his church, and great prosperity to his Zion this year.
Such a sweet loving spirit runs through the conferences.
Noticeable changes have taken place. ^
3lbid., 7.
4 See Jon Butler, Awash in a Sea of Faith: Christianizing the American
People (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1990), 194-224; Noll, History of
Christianity, 114-164; and Hatch, Sacred Cause of Liberty, passim.
^Schneider, 18-19.
^Richey, Early American Methodism, 43.
"^Schneider, 18.
^The Methodist Magazine, vol. 1 (Philadelphia: 1797), 186.
^JLFA, 3:109.
Methodists may have used Zion to express spiritual realities, such as God's
kingdom, the Universal Church, and even Methodism, but they never used
Zion to denote political realities, such as a representative democracy or a
virtuous society. Since Methodists did not link the republican cause with
the redemptive activity of God, they did not value their American
citizenship the way other Protestants did. For early American Methodists,
their citizenship was in heaven; their home, Zion. As Gregory Schneider
has successfully argued, Methodists "were first and foremost citizens of
Zion."lO
The mission of early American Methodism was often summarized by
the phrases: "to prosper Zion" and "to reform the Continent and spread
Scriptural holiness over these lands. Methodists did not describe their
relationship to America in terms of a special "covenant" or a "city on a
hill." Instead, these early "citizens of Zion" spoke of the "Continent" and
"these lands." According to Russell Richey, "early American
Methodists, ..lacked a concept of the nation. ..they simply looked right
through the nation. They did not see it."i2 Methodists of the early Republic
related to America geographically rather than politically, and the language
they used reflects that orientation. 13 As Francis Asbury admitted to John
Wesley in 1780:
The very afflictions and sufferings I have had among them
[Americans] endear them to me, strange as it may appear, and
bind me to the continent. 14
lOSchneider, 18.
11 Lee, Short History, 96.
l^Richey, Early American Methodism, 33.
13lbid., 37.
14yLFA, 3:26.
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Asbury often spoke of America as "the continent." In 1789 Asbury wrote
Thomas Morrell, "the Lord is glorious throughout the continent," and in
1795 Asbury explained to his parents, "I am here, and there, and every
where, upon the continent."i5 But why the continent? The continent was a
term which, in one sense, referred to America as a whole, but which mostly
referred to the vast geographical area occupied by the British colonists and
later the American people. As Charles Ferguson has pointed out, "the
word continent had limited scope.. .designat[ing] merely the area embraced
by the states that had banded together to fight the Revolution."!^ Since
"continent" expressed the idea of territory, Methodists preferred it over
politically-charged terms for America, such as "American Union,"
"American Republic," and even "nation" and "country." This preference
may stem, in part, from the fact that Methodists "conceived of their purpose
in territorial not political terms. "17 In a letter dated September 22, 1794,
Asbury told his parents, "I want the continent, the world, to flame with the
spiritual glory of God."i8
Early American Methodists were struck by the geographical features
of the American landscape, often writing about those features as they
traveled the new nation. As Russell Richey has argued, the journals of
Methodist preachers "can be read as sustained meditations upon the
physical character of America."!^ Thomas Ware, one of the first
American-born itinerants, recalled that the bitter cold, treacherous
mountains, and swollen rivers he encountered during his 1788
15lbid., 3:74, 137.
16perguson, 43.
17Richey, Early American Methodism, 41-42, 62.
3:130.
l^Richey, Early American Methodism, 37.
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appointment made travel extremely difficult. 20 Ware's sentiments were
shared by Jesse Lee, who frequently complained about the bad roads, which
were rocky and muddy at best, impassable at worst.2i Even Asbury
confided to a friend in 1797,
Many of our preachers have suffered want, hunger, labour,
lodging, rocks, rivers, mountains, wilderness. . .1 stand
astonished at myself and the goodness of God that I have been
kept alive and moving. During my ten months indisposition I
have rode upon horseback above two thousand miles in the
worst of weather and country. 22
Itinerating preachers such as Thomas Ware, Jesse Lee, and Francis
Asbury saw America primarily in terms of its cities, roads, forests,
mountains, and rivers, because that is what they experienced on their
mission to "prosper Zion." No other Protestant denomination traveled as
far and as frequently as the Methodists. Lamenting this fact, Thomas Ware
observed in 1792, "none seemed to care for these poor people in the
wilderness, except the Methodists. "23 Methodists were quite unlike the
Calvinists of New England and the republicans of the South in the way they
conceived of America, writing about "the continent" rather than "the
republic," and experiencing "the wilderness" rather than "the
commonwealth. "24
Methodists were also unlike the Calvinists of New England in the
way they shunned political discourse and involvement. Although
Methodist preachers differed in their views of the Revolution, they shared
20ware, Sketches, 154ff.
21 Lee, Memoir, 225ff.
^^LFA, 3:162.
23Ware, Sketches, 187-188.
24Richey, Early American Methodism, 62.
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the sentiment that pohtics ought to be avoided both in preaching and in the
hfe of the church. Wilham Watters put the matter this way:
Though a friend to my Country, I left politics to those better
qualified to defend and discuss them. Preaching was my
business: to teach men how to live and to be prepared to die. 25
Methodist preachers did not want to corrupt their Gospel-message with
worldly politics. Despite the fact that Watters was "wholly sympathetic" to
the American cause during the Revolution, he nevertheless "did not think
politics ought to be introduced into the sacred pulpit on any occasion. "26
Methodist preachers also did not want "the way of holiness" to become
obscured with political involvement. When Methodist lay people in Thomas
Ware's district demanded a letter of support for John Adams in the
presidential election of 1800, Ware refused, claiming politics had no place in
the "ecclesiastical councils of the Methodist Episcopal Church. "27
Shunning politics in this manner, however, had its rewards. In his funeral
address for Francis Asbury, Ezekiel Cooper explained that Asbury had
gained substantial notoriety during the War for Independence for being a
man of character, precisely because "he never meddled with politicks. "28
Although Methodists were actively involved in social issues, working
for the liberation of slaves and crusading against the evils of "spiritous
liquors," they tended to avoid taking stands on political issues, except when
those issues directly affected Methodism. In 1785, Methodists in New York
circulated a petition protesting the financial support of "established" clergy
through the poll-tax. Ezekiel Cooper reasoned, "I spoke against the tax, for
I thought that they who preach the Gospel ought to be supported freely by
25watters, 70.
26lbid., 52.
27ware, Sketches, 236.
28Cooper, Funeral Discourse, 83.
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their own society. "29 The ehmination of the poll-tax would only benefit the
Methodists, who received no tax revenues from the state of New York. Even
Francis Asbury felt compelled to write about the excesses of republicanism
in 1784,
Here I was wonderfully entertained with a late publication by
Silas Mercer, a Baptist preacher, in which he has
anathematized the whole race of kings from Saul to George
HI. His is republicanism run mad. Why [be] afraid of
religious estabhshments in these days of enlightened liberty?30
In their "Bishops' Address" to George Washington in 1789, Coke and
Asbury expressed their hope that Washington would "always prove a
faithful and impartial patron of genuine, vital religion. "31 Methodists were
chiefly concerned with the spread of "genuine, vital religion" rather than
with the promotion of a specific political agenda.
In fact, Methodists were silent on the political issues and events that
republicans spoke and wrote about endlessly. Francis Asbury did not
mention Bunker Hill, Valley Forge, or any other major battle of the
Revolutionary War, nor did he record the major actions of the Continental
Congress. 32 Instead, Asbury only reported the military engagements
which directly affected his itinerating ministry. When a company of British
marines made an excursion into Norfolk, Virginia in 1775, Asbury wrote,
"if it is thought expedient to watch and fight in defense of our bodies and
property, how much more expedient is it to watch and fight against sin and
2^Cooper, Beams, 24.
^^JLFA, 1:458.
31 JLFA, 3:71. Historians are divided over the meaning of this letter to
Washington. Did it express the bishops' own "world-view" or was it simply a
restatement of Washington's publicly-known sentiments? I am inclined to
agree with Russell Richey that the "Bishops' Address" was, on the whole, a
flattering restatement of Washington's beliefs and not an expression of
Methodist theology. See Richey, Early American Methodism, 39ff.
^^JLFA, 1:155-414; Rudolph, 32.
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Satan. "33 Victory over sin and Satan was more important to early
American Methodists than victory over political tyranny and oppression.
Even Jesse Lee made no mention of the national celebration of
"Independence Day" in his journal until 1807, when Thomas Jefferson was
in his second term as President of the United States. 34
Methodists occasionally mentioned political issues, however, when
these issues interfered with the "spread of the Gospel." In 1779 Francis
Asbury complained, "I went to a Presb5d:erian meeting, and heard a good
sermon...truly applicable to the unfeeling people, who are so full of politics
that they seem to have turned all religion out of doors. "35 People who had
been stirred up by political rhetoric were usually "unreceptive" to the
Methodist Gospel. In 1787 Asbury discovered "people in disorder and
violence about the election" in Shanklands, Delaware; "some had gone so
far as to take up fire-arms. "36 As long as American politics did not
interfere with the Methodist mission, Methodists were content to leave
politics alone. But when politics threatened the "prosperity of Zion,"
Methodists were forced, reluctantly, into political posturing and
involvement.
Despite the aversion early American Methodists had to political
involvement, they nevertheless used several politically-charged terms, such
as liberty and equality, to describe their religious beliefs and experiences.
As outhned in chapter two, the repubhcan notion of liberty widely supported
before the Revolutionary War had emphasized the need to protect the
collective rights of the people from the insatiable self-interest of their rulers.
33yLFA, 1:164.
34Lee, Memoir, 314.
^^JLFA, 1:310.
36lbid., 1:551.
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After the Revolution, republicans had conceded that self-interest would
always win out, so they modified their conception of liberty to include
personal, or individual, rights as well as property rights. Methodists, on the
other hand, conceived of liberty primarily in spiritual terms, such as "being
set at liberty," or being set free from "the tyranny of sin. "37 When Thomas
Ware described the quality of life he lived prior to his conversion, he
explained:
My soul was in bondage to sin. Civil fi:-eedom I thought I
understood, and gloried much in it. But the perfect law of
liberty, promulgated by Jesus Christ, the Son of the living God,
I understood not. 3 8
Although Ware "gloried" in the "civil freedom" secured through the
American Revolution, he recognized that he needed the "perfect law of
liberty," which by implication, was a better kind of liberty than that sought
by republicans. The contrast is striking. As Gregory Schneider has
argued, "this implied contrast...was present by implication every time an
evangelical preacher spoke of having liberty in preaching or a local society
or congregation understood itself to have enjoyed liberty in worship. "39 In a
sense, Methodists were exploiting the popular usage of liberty to their own
advantage, in order to "prosper Zion. "40 After hearing a Methodist
itinerant "preach the Gospel" in Mount Holly, New Jersey, a young Thomas
Ware wrote,
I felt and knew that I was made free. And, as I had been firm
in my attachment to the cause of civil freedom, I did hope that I
should be enabled to stand fast in the liberty wherewith Christ
had made me free.^i
37Ware, Sketches, 118.
38lbid., 46.
39Schneider, 97.
40lbid., 24.
41Ware, Sketches, 57.
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Christian hberty, whereby individuals were given the ability to avoid
sinning, was more highly valued by early American Methodists than the
political liberties gained after the War for Independence.
But Methodists also used "hberty" to describe an extemporaneous,
powerful quahty to both preaching and corporate worship. The journals of
Methodist itinerants are filled with references to "having liberty" while
preaching. Benjamin Abbott recahed on one occasion, "such a light broke
on my soul. ..that I was enabled to preach with great liberty," despite the fact
that the young minister did not know what he was going to preach until he
stood up to deliver his sermon.42 On August 3, 1786, Ezekiel Cooper
recorded in his journal.
When I first began my faith was weak, but I was strengthened,
and in the application had great liberty; many hearts were
broken down, tears flowed abundantly, and I was much
encouraged to hope that they would seek the salvation of their
souls. 43
The greater the response of the congregation, or crowd, to the preached
sermon, the greater liberty the preacher enjoyed. Some of the positive
responses to this "anointed preaching" included shaking, trembling,
weeping, melting, falling to the floor, and being slain. As Jesse Lee
reported on February 1, 1784, "I preached at Coleman's with life and liberty,
to a weeping congregation. "44 Even Francis Asbury, whose preaching was
known to be "plain and simple," occasionally experienced "uncommon
liberty" in the pulpit.45 On July 4, 1790, Asbury wrote:
I was set at liberty, and there was a little shaking and
breathing after God, while I opened and explained, "And there
42Abbott, 69.
43Cooper, Beams, 35.
44Lee, Memoir, 57.
45Cooper, Funeral Discourse, 120-121.
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is none calleth upon thy name, that stirreth up himself to take
hold of thee. "46
Methodist itinerants strove for "liberty" in preaching, because of its
superlative quality and because of its effect upon the congregations and
crowds who listened.
The extemporaneous, powerful quality which "being set at liberty"
brought to corporate worship was highly valued and actively sought by early
American Methodists. Although Methodists possessed a formal book of
worship, they preferred a spontaneous rhj^hm to corporate worship, one
which encouraged "freedom" in the preaching, praying, and singing.
When Methodists gathered for a Sunday service, quarterly meeting, or love
feast, they waited expectantly for "liberty" and "freedom. "47 Historian Fred
Hood has argued that liberty and freedom in Methodist worship described a
t5^e of preaching and praying which, although extemporaneous, resonated
with the beliefs and desires of the congregation.48 As Hood reasoned,
Methodist preachers who had not prepared their sermon beforehand or
who had changed their text during the service were forced to take their
comments "from the store of ideas and opinions most accepted by the
community. "49 Having liberty in worship, then, not only ensured the free
expression of the participants, but it also reinforced the standards and
norms of the worshipping community.
Like other Protestants, however, early American Methodists were
also concerned about the scope of political, social, and individual liberties
proposed by republicans during the time of the framing of the United States
46/LFA, 1:644.
47Hood, 16-18.
48lbid., 15.
49lbid., 15.
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Constitution. Some Protestants, such as the Baptists, were fighting for
greater rehgious hberty and autonomy, a "separation of church and state."
Isaac Backus, a Baptist minister in Massachusetts, behoved that rehgion
was a matter between God and individuals that should not be violated by the
state. As Backus put the matter in 1773:
But our blessed Lord and only Redeemer, has commanded us,
to stand fast in the liberty wherewith he has made us free; and
things appear so to us at present that we cannot see how we
can fully obey this command, without refusing any active
compliance with some laws about religious affairs that are laid
upon us [italics original] .50
Backus saw a important connection between "the liberty wherewith Christ
has made us free" and the civil liberties sought by the republicans, hoping
to secure greater religious liberties for the Baptists in Massachusetts.
Although many Methodists were S5rtnpathetic to Backus's ideas,
Methodists were more concerned about the plight of the slaves, or the "poor
Affricans" as Joseph Pilmore called them. 51 John Wesley's views on
slavery are well-known, and it can be rightly said that in this matter,
American Methodists "faithfully represented his views." The Minutes and
the Discipline included numerous injunctions against owning slaves, and
they often required preachers and lay people to emancipate any slaves they
owned (where legal) in order to remain "in society." It was a sentiment
much before its time. The position of early American Methodism on slavery
and liberty is summarized in the following question put to the "traveling
connection" in 1780:
50lsaac Backus, "An Appeal to the Public for Religious Liberty," [Boston:
John Boyle, 1773] in Political Sermons of the American Founding Era: 1730-
1805, ed. EUis Sandoz (Indianapolis: Liberty, 1991), 328, 339.
51 Joseph Pilmore, The Journal of Joseph Pilmore, ed. Frederick E. Maser
and Howard T. Maag (Philadelphia: Message, 1969), 26.
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Quest. 17. Does this conference acknowledge that slavery
is contrary to the laws of God, man, and nature, and hurtful to
society, contrary to the dictates of conscience and pure religion,
and doing that which we would not others should do to us and
ours? Do we pass our disapprobation on all our friends who
keep slaves, and advise their freedom?
Ans. Yes.52
These views were so strongly held by many Methodists that Freeborn
Garrettson, immediately after his conversion, went out and freed his
slaves. 53 At the 1820 General Conference, Garrettson argued that freeing
the slaves was in keeping with the principles of the American Revolution. 54
For Methodists, "the injustice and inhumanity of the slave-trade" seemed
obvious, and although their stance against slavery would weaken during
the nineteenth century, their early opposition to it remains a remarkable
achievement of early American Methodism.55 As a twist of irony, a
number of Methodists in Maryland and Virginia emancipated their slaves
on July 4, 1790.56 Ezekiel Cooper wrote in his journal that day.
When I arose and looked out at my window I saw the colors
raised on the State-house dome...Is it not astonishing that a
country so much devoted to freedom should act so
inconsistently as to continue civil slavery in it?57
Four years later, Francis Asbury would ask in his journal, "O, when will
liberty be extended to the sable sons of Africa?"58 While early American
Methodists seem to have valued "liberty" as much as republicans did,
Methodists usually conceived of liberty in terms of a spiritual state or
quality. But unlike many republicans, Methodists fervently believed that the
^^Minutes (1813), 25-26.
53Garrettson, 3.
54lbid., 25.
55r/ie Methodist Magazine, vol. 2 (Philadelphia: 1798), 167.
56Cooper, Beams, 6-7.
57lbid., 107.
^djLFA, 2:31-32.
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"poor Africans" should enjoy the same civil liberties in America that all
Europeans had by law.
Republicans clearly valued liberty, but what they desired most out of
the American Revolution was equality. As discussed in chapter two,
republicans argued publicly for an equahty of condition which denied any
real distinctions between individuals and which affirmed that "all men are
created equal." According to Robert Shalhope, "republicanism's emphasis
upon equality encouraged ordinary, obscure men to challenge all
manifestations of authority and eminence within society. "59 Most
republicans, however, were nervous about "men of little ability or station"
gaining seats in the colonial legislatures, publishing their ideas and
opinions, and becoming "true equals." As the Anglican rector Devereux
Jarratt warned in 1794, "in our high republican times, there is more
levelling than ought to be, consistent with good government [italics
original]. "60 Since many republicans wanted to maintain the "vertical
chains" and the deference of the early colonial period, they moved away
from a notion of equality based on condition, and instead began advocating
an equality of opportunity which guaranteed that men of talent and ability
could "rise through the ranks." Apparently, not all men were created
equal.
Early American Methodists, however, believed in an equality of
condition, consistently opening their community to the disenfranchised
members of American society. Upon addressing a congregation of
"Indians" and "Africans" in 1791, Benjamin Abbott remarked in his
journal, "God is no respector of persons; but all them who fear him and
^^Shalhope, Roots of Democracy, xii.
60jarratt, Life of Jarratt, 15.
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work righteousness, of every nation, are accepted of him. "^i Methodists
included women and blacks in their class meetings, societies, quarterly
meetings, and love feasts at the very same time republicans were excluding
women and blacks from involvement in public life. At a quarterly meeting
on May 15, 1785, Ezekiel Cooper noted that "George Moore gave an
exhortation in, and Harry, a black man, exhorted without... it was a good
time. "62 After having been in America only three months, a young Francis
Asbury wrote his parents.
The people in these parts, some few years back, were buried in
sensuality; but God has wrought a wonderful change upon the
hearts ofmany, and many are raised up to speak in his name.
Poor Negroes have been deeply affected with the power of God.
We have got one that will be fit to send to England soon, to
preach. 63
By 1800, however, Methodists had modified their stance against slavery, and
they had gradually restricted blacks to their own, separate sphere, thereby
encouraging blacks to form their own congregations, such as the African
Bethel Church in Philadelphia dedicated on June 29, 1794.64
Methodists differed from their republican counterparts in the way
they broke down barriers between the "gentle" and the "common."
Methodist itinerants were often young, uneducated men from "middling
artisan background[s]" who had experienced a dramatic conversion and a
call "to preach the Gospel. "65 In other words, Methodist itinerants came
from the ranks of "common folk." Some Americans felt threatened by the
6lAbbott, 188.
62Cooper, Beams, 27.
^^JLFA, 3:15
64lbid., 2:18.
65john H. Wigger, "Fighting Bees: Methodist Itinerants and the
Dynamics of Methodist Growth, 1770-1820," a paper presented at Methodism and
the Shaping of American Culture, 1760-1860, a conference held at Asbury
Theological Seminary, 7 October 1994, p. 59.
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invasion of these uneducated, uncouth, "common" preachers. As one
Presbj^erian minister told Benjamin Abbott, after hearing the young
Methodist preach.
You are a fool, you know nothing at all. I was brought up at
college, and I will have you before your betters.66
Despite such obstacles, Methodists included the "gentle," persons of landed
wealth and social standing, in their community. As Jesse Lee reported
after preaching at the Baltimore Commons on August 26, 1787, "We had an
amazing large congregation, of all ranks, and of many persuasions. ..some
of the finely dressed people could not forbear weeping. "67
No where is this equality of condition, or "opened windows" as
Russell Richey has called it, more evident than in the quarterly meeting
and love feast of the eighteenth century. The Methodist quarterly meeting
was an opportunity for preachers within a particular circuit to gather and
an opportunity for Methodist laypeople to receive the ordinances and give
public testimonies about "what God had done for their souls." Certain
portions of these quarterly meetings were open to the public, in order that
"convicted sinners" could hear Methodist preaching and experience
Methodist community first-hand. At a quarterly meeting in 1787, Ezekiel
Cooper examined the local preachers from seven to nine o'clock in the
morning, held a love feast from nine o'clock until noon, and supervised
public preaching until four o'clock in the afternoon, although Cooper
reported that he was not able to leave the gathering until seven o'clock that
evening.68 Cooper's schedule was fairly typical ofMethodist quarterly-
meetings.
66Abbott, 43-44.
67Lee, Memoir, 93.
68Cooper, Beams, 79-80.
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Most quarterly meetings climaxed with the celebration of what
Methodists called a "love feast." A Methodist love feast usually included an
opening song or prayer, a short sermon from a preacher of the circuit, the
celebration of the Lord's Supper, a time for open testimony, a closing song
or prayer, and a collection for the poor. 69 Early American Methodists
experienced liberty, equality, and community most intensely in the love
feast, because it was an opportunity for Methodists to freely and publicly
share with one another "what God had done for their souls." 70 As Francis
Asbury reported after one such meeting in 1776, "We had a very solemn
time at the love feast, in which many spoke freely and feelingly ofwhat God
had done for their souls. "71 And in 1789, Benjamin Abbott wrote, "In love
feast many spoke feelingly of the dealings of God to their souls, and seemed
lost in the ocean of love; and many wept. "72 The public testimonies of sin,
salvation, and sanctification were the most essential elements of the love
feast, where Methodists experienced "melting."73 As Russell Richey has
explained, "persons engaged one another-singing, praying, shouting,
praising God, weeping. These were communal acts. "74 Methodists used
the term "melting" to describe the intense feelings of community which
pervaded love feasts.75 Ezekiel Cooper wrote in 1786,
Love-feast began at nine o'clock. Many hearts were much
melted therein. At the conclusion of the love-feast the
sacrament was given. I think the presence of God was very
visibly among us.76
69schneider, 83.
70Richey, Early American Methodism, 4.
'^^JLFA, 1:204.
72Abbott, 145.
73Hood, 23.
74Richey, Early American Methodism, 3 .
75lbid., 3-4.
76cooper, Bearns, 61.
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Three years later, Cooper attended a love feast in Baltimore which was
"powerful," "glowing," and "melting;" and as Cooper concluded, "it was
Pentecost indeed!"77 The same experience of "melting," where Methodists
experienced "community," was described by Thomas Ware in 1780, "I saw
there those who had cordially hated lovingly embrace each other, and heard
them praise the Lord who made them one in Christ. "78
The quarterly meetings and love feasts of the eighteenth century were
gradually replaced by the camp meetings of the nineteenth century.
Russell Richey has argued that "camp meetings succeeded conference as
the foundation of revival. "79 Camp meetings were capable of drawing
larger crowds, and of taking Methodism to a larger slice of America.
Francis Asbury recommended camp meetings wholeheartedly, writing to
Thornton Fleming in 1802, "I wish you would also hold campmeetings; they
have never been tried without success... this is field fighting, this is fishing
with a large net. "80 In 1803, Jesse Lee attended a camp meeting which
featured twenty-eight preachers and which gained thirty-five converts from
a crowd of two or three thousand. 81 The impassioned preaching, the open
testimonies, and the spontaneous quality to worship which characterized
the open-air camp meeting fostered the same intense feelings of community
and "brotherhood" that Methodists had experienced in the love feast. As
Fred Hood has summarized, "the camp meeting thus became the finest
expression of 'liberty' and 'freedom' in worship and symbolized community
and uniformity rather than 'frontier individualism. "'8 2 Quarterly
77lbid., 95.
78Ware, Sketches, 62.
79Richey, Early American Methodism, 31.
d^JLFA, 3:251.
81 Lee, Memoir, 289.
82Hood, 25.
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meetings, love feasts, and camp meetings comprised an essential part of
early Methodist identity, and they helped shape a community of equals, a
"family of God," which far surpassed any notion of equality advocated by the
republicans of the eighteenth century.
Early American Methodists often referred to one another as
"brother" and "sister," terms which convey the egalitarian nature of
Methodism and which reveal the familial quality of relationships within
Methodism. 83 But "brother" was also a loose title given to preachers in the
traveling connection. Richard Whatcoat, for example, only referred to his
fellow itinerants as his brothers. 84 While Methodists "in society" belonged
to the "family of God," preachers in the traveling connection belonged to the
"brotherhood." The journals and letters of early Methodist itinerants are
replete with phrases such as "dear brother," "my very dear brother," and
even "most dearly beloved brother. "85 In a letter to then Bishop Richard
Whatcoat dated August 10, 1802, Francis Asbury closed with the phrase, "I
am your tired brother of Europe and America, Francis Asbury." In many
ways, the traveling connection, or brotherhood, of preachers exemplified the
radical form of equality and intense feelings of community which
characterized early American Methodism.
Methodist itinerants often began their itinerant life as "promising
young men" whom local societies had recommended to the traveling
preacher or presiding elder or whom the presiding elder or bishop had
discovered while passing through a particular district. The road from class
leader to exhorter to local preacher to itinerant was well traveled, providing
83Schneider, 113.
84Richey, Early American Methodism, 7.
85Cooper, Beams, 49; passim. JLFA, 3:198; passim.
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an avenue for advancement for Methodists with a calhng.86 According to
Thomas Ware, his zeal and ability to preach "found favor in the sight of the
people" who, in 1783, recommended to Francis Asbury that Ware be
admitted to the traveling connection. 87 In this manner, Methodists not only
affirmed an equality of condition, "sinners saved by grace," but also
provided for an equality of opportunity which enabled "promising young
men," or "men of talent" as the republicans cahed them, to rise through the
ranks and ecclesiastical offices of the Methodist Episcopal Church.
The Methodist itineracy also created an inner community within
Methodism which fostered intimate personal relationships and which
enabled many preachers to endure tremendous hardships. Many
Methodist itinerants were young, uneducated, single white men who, once
they joined the itineracy, were forced into a life of sacrifice, hardship, and
poverty. 88 These young Methodist preachers traveled and preached
constantly, taking their Gospel of grace and common experience to every
remote corner of America, often in spite of hazardous roads, unforgiving
weather, and frequent illness. They did so, in part, because of their deep,
heartfelt concern for "the lost." As Ezekiel Cooper explained, shortly after
joining the Methodist traveling connection.
My concern for souls was very great; my love encircled all
mankind; I wanted to see men come home to God. I wept, as it
86schneider, 70.
8 7Ware, Sketches, 79.
8 8Methodists were poorly compensated compared to other Protestant
clergy. The average Methodist itinerant was paid $80 in 1800, while the
average Congregationalist minister was paid $400 that same year. Hatch,
Democratization, 88. At times, the itinerants did not even receive the full
amount promised the conference (by 1790, the conference owed Methodist
preachers �1,071 5s. 3d.). Such economic hardship forced Methodist preachers
to rely upon one another when in need.
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were, between the porch and the altar; watered my pillow by
night with tears, and went sorrowing all the day. 89
Jesse Lee shared Cooper's concern, writing in 1786, "I felt such a love for
the people, and such a desire for their salvation, that my heart seemed
ready to break. "90 Methodist itinerants were able to cultivate intimate
relationships with one another, because they shared the itinerant life, with
all its trappings, and because they frequently "rode together. "91 Ezekiel
Cooper rode with Richard Whatcoat on February 4, 1785:
I rode about eight miles after meeting, to meet Brother Richard
Whatcoat, who was appointed to travel the same circuit. I was
much affected while I was with him.92
When preachers were afforded an opportunity to gather, whether at a
conference or quarterly meeting, they experienced intense feelings of
"brotherly love" and "brotherhood." Writing about the Christmas
Conference of 1784 in article for the Methodist Magazine, Thomas Ware
recalled the preachers had such a "brotherly affection" for one another that
just seeing one another was "a drop of balm in their souls. "93 As Methodist
preachers left the 1782 Annual Conference in Virginia, Jesse Lee reported,
"I observed that they embraced each other in their arms, and wept as
though they never expected to meet again. "94 The equality and fraternity of
the traveling connection rivaled, if not exceeded, republican efforts to
establish "true equality" in American society. And the equality of
Methodism as a whole offered Americans a "counter-cultural" means of
^9Cooper, Beams, 20.
90Lee, Memoir, 86.
91 Richey, Early American Methodism, 8.
92Cooper, Beams, 24.
93ware, "The Christmas Conference," 97.
94Lee, Memoir, 42.
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advancement, one which through suffering, privation, and hohness would
earn them a place of standing in "the family of God."
Early American Methodists and repubhcans both believed human
nature was morally depraved and bent toward corruption, but Methodists
and repubhcans advocated different solutions for curbing human vice.
Prior to the American Revolution, republicans had insisted that human
vice could be effectively "checked" by a government which made the public
good its primary goal and by a citizenry which willingly exercised pubhc
virtue. According to republicans, citizens who deferred their own wants
and needs to the greater good of the whole safeguarded society from
corruption and decay, thereby exercising public virtue. But republicans
also urged Americans to display restraint, temperance, fortitude, dignity,
and independence in their public and private lives. When Americans failed
to live virtuously following the War for Independence, republicans simply
abandoned the ideal altogether. In order to curb human vice. Republicans
turned instead to a legal guarantee of rights and liberties and to a system of
checks and balances within the national government.
Methodists, on the other hand, believed that the only "cure" for
human vice was a spiritual one, involving Christian conversion and the
pursuit of personal holiness. The Methodist mission to "spread Scriptural
holiness over these lands" is, perhaps, most readily apparent in the radical
transformation of individuals and communities. Wherever Methodist
itinerants traveled, they left behind converts, classes, and change. Freeborn
Garrettson recalled passing through an area of poverty and wickedness in
1779, but upon returning several years later (after Methodist societies had
been formed) found they had stopped gambling, tilled the land, and built
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houses for their famihes.95 As early as 1773, Francis Asbury noted the
changes Methodism brought to Baltimore:
The people in these parts, some few years back, were buried in
sensuahty; but God has wrought a wonderful change upon the
hearts ofmany, and many are raised up to speak in his
name. 96
Jesse Lee also witnessed the dramatic effects of Methodism upon American
society, writing that "hundreds of people who were formerly notoriously
wicked, are now civil, sober, and religious. "97 Even James Kemp, an
Anglican rector in Maryland and an ardent enemy of Methodists for
nineteen years, conceded that Methodism changed people.98
The dramatic changes which early American Methodism wrought
upon American society may reveal just how different the "way of holiness"
was from the typical republican lifestyle of the eighteenth century.
Republican culture, like its Southern, patriarchal predecessor, centered
around numerous celebrations and events, such as court days, elections,
militia musters, horse races, and dances. 99 These celebrations and events,
however, consistently involved the consumption of alcohol, the use of tobacco
products, gambling, and even dancing. When Benjamin Abbott "fell into
bad company" prior to his conversion, he had engaged in "card playing,
cock fighting, and many other evil practices. "^ 00 William Watters recorded
a similar lifestyle prior to his conversion, writing, "by the time I was 12 or
95Bangs, Freeborn Garrettson, 83.
967LFA, 3: 15.
97Lee, Short History, 224.
98william Henry Williams, The Garden of American Methodism: The
Delmarva Peninsula, 1769-1820 (Wilmington: Scholarly Resources, 1984), 149.
99Schneider, 4.
100Abbott, 6.
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14, I took great delight in dancing, in card playing, in attending horse
racing, and such like pernicious practices. "l^l
For early American Methodists, serving God and his ways meant
rejecting the "ways of men." Claiming that "man could not serve two
masters," Methodists condemned horse racing, revelling, gambling, fox
hunting, dancing, card playing, reading and singing for entertainment,
theater, swearing, and the use of snuff, tobacco, and alcohol. Methodist
itinerants expected their converts to give up these "worldly" activities, and
the records indicate that many did so without hesitation. George Shadford
reported hearing of a dance master in Virginia who gave up a "large,
profitable school" after his conversion so that he could seek after personal
holiness. Some were not as willing. In 1790 Francis Asbury wrote to a
Quaker friend:
I wish Methodists and Friends would bear a stronger
testimony against races, fairs, plays, and balls; I wish they
would reprove swearing, Ijdng, and foolish talking. 104
Turning away from the activities and "vices" of eighteenth-century
American culture was a tall order, even if it meant eternal rewards, and it
is not surprising that some found the way of holiness a journey too costly to
take.
Even something as seemingly innocuous as one's dress was
important in the pursuit of personal holiness. The 1792 Discipline required
preachers to withhold love-feast tickets from any Methodist who wore "high
heads, enormous bonnets, ruffles, or rings. "105 Dress was such an
101Walters, 3.
102williams, 97, 103, 155.
103George Shadford, "Accounl of Mr. George Shadford," The Arminian
Magazine (London: 1790), 294.
104yLfA, 3: 87.
^^^Discipline (1792), 55.
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important aspect of holiness that Asbury and Coke wrote the following in
the annotations to the 1798 Discipline:
As our one aim, in all our economy and ministerial labors, is to
raise a holy people...we cannot allow of an5rthing which has an
immediate tendency to defeat our main design... few things,
perhaps, have a greater tendency to this than gay apparel. 1^6
Dressing with fashionable clothes and wearing jewelry spoke of inward
vanity and self-indulgence, neither ofwhich had a place in the Methodist
community of sacrifice, privation, and holiness. Dressing with simphcity,
however, indicated a heart attuned to God. As WiUiam Watters described
fellow Methodist itinerant Richard Owen in 1786,
Plain in dress-plain in his manners-industrious and frugal,
he bore a good part of the burden and heat of the day.^o^
Methodists emphasized simplicity in dress, in part because it set
Methodists apart from the rest of American society, but also because it
helped Methodists stay focused upon spiritual, rather than temporal
realities.
Conclusions
Early American Methodists considered themselves "first and
foremost citizens of Zion."l08 They oriented themselves to the new nation in
terms of its geography rather than its politics, and they exhibited an
ambivalence toward the politics of the day. Rather than engage in political
posturing and discourse, Methodists shunned political involvement, except
when it became necessary to secure the Methodist mission of "prospering
Zion" and "spreading Scriptural holiness over these lands." Although
^^^Discipline (1798), 159.
lO^Watters, 170.
lOSschneider, 18.
1 00
many Protestant denominations borrowed republican language and ideas,
Methodists tended to "baptize" politically-charged terms, such as "liberty"
and "equality," with a specifically Methodist meaning. For early American
Methodists, "liberty" involved spiritual freedom from the compulsion to sin,
and it referred to an extemporaneous, powerful quality to Methodist
preaching and worship. Furthermore, Methodists turned the republican
notion of equality on its head by opening their community to women and
blacks and by insisting upon the equality of all individuals, as sinners saved
by grace, while at the same time affording those individuals an equal
opportunity to gain social standing in the "family of God,"
Early American Methodists also differed from republicans in the way
they fought human vice and corruption. Calling for Christian conversion
and personal holiness, Methodist itinerants openly denounced activities
and events which were central to the republican culture of the Mid-Atlantic
and the Upper South. In a sense, Methodists offered Americans both
counter-creed and counter-culture, providing converts with a new
community, one which was both highly egalitarian and yet extremely
"rigid." Wherever Methodist itinerants traveled, they left behind
individuals and communities which had been "transformed" by God's
grace, fitting testimonies to the power of the Methodist message and
adequate markers for the profound impact of Methodism upon American
religious life. While early American Methodism may have taken its
language and ideas from the Bible, the history of the Church, or even John
Wesley, it is evident, from an examination of the primary sources, that
Methodism did not, for the most part, borrow significantly from the
republicanism of the founding period.
101
APPENDIX
METHODIST GROWTH (1773-1810)
Year Preachers Methodists "in sc
1773 10 1,160
1774 17 2,073
1775 19 3,148
1776 24 4,921
1777 36 6,968
1778 29 6,095
1779 49 8,577
1780 42 8,504
1781 54 10,539
1782 59 11,785
1783 82 13,740
1784 83 14,988
1785 104 18,000
1786 117 20,681
1787 133 25,842
1788 166 37,354
1789 196 43,262
1790 227 57,631
1791 250 76,153
1792 266 65,980
1793 269 67,643
1794 301 66,608
1795 313 60,291
1796 293 56,664
1797 262 58,663
1798 267 60,169
1799 272 61,351
1800 287 64,894
1801 307 72,874
1802 358 86,734
1803 383 104,070
1804 400 113,134
1805 433 119,945
1806 452 130,570
1807 516 144,599
1808 540 151,995
1809 597 163,098
1810 635 174,560
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